
1. Chapter 1


    
    Someone is shaking Collei’s shoulders. “Stop,” she gasps. “Stop it, stop it-”

Her eyes fly open. She is in her bed, in her room, but it is lit with a strange, sickly-yellow light. There is no one with her. The shaking slows to a stop.

Collei shakes as she sits up. The strange light doesn’t fade away. Her body hasn’t been cooperating with her lately, so she’s clumsy and slower than she’d like, but she stumbles to the door, slips on her shoes and grabs her bow.

The first thing she notices are the shroomkin. They are everywhere—platforms and porches and walkways. Some of the walkways have collapsed. A few buildings have collapsed, too.

Down on ground level, below her, she can hear growling. Two Rishboland Tigers are circling each other, preparing to fight. A few Sumpter Beasts are clustered together around a large group of Shroomboars, bellowing out their distress. Dusk Birds fly in wavering rings overhead, calling out an alarm.

The source of the light is something so blinding that she can’t look directly at it, something at or near the Statue of the Seven. Perhaps she should approach it? She looks around wildly, not knowing where to start.

“Collei!”

She looks up in relief. “Master Tighnari!” He’ll know what to do.

“Collei, I need you to- gather up the foster children and get them to safety,” Master says. “Farva, Shamil, Mahavir. Take them toward Sumeru City. Keep them safe. Inform any Matra you see of what happened.”

“Yes, Master!” Collei says. She reaches out with her Vision for a Four-Leaf Sigil and rushes to do exactly that.

Sometimes parents who could or would not care for their children abandon them in the Avidya Forest. The infants are almost always dead before a Forest Watcher stumbled across them, but those a few years older sometimes survive long enough to be rescued. Those are the children that Tighnari wants Collei to help, and she runs to the central building to collect them, wishing the entire way that she had time to go back for her braces.

They’re all half-awake and confused. Collei helps Farva, who is only three, to get her shoes on while Shamil and Mahavir, seven and ten, handle that for themselves. Then she hoists Farva onto her hip, takes Shamil by the hand, and leads them all away from the Ville as quickly as they can go.

There are still Shroomkin everywhere, but they’re far less hostile than they ought to be. They’re not so lucky with the non-Elemental wildlife. A fox nips at Shamil’s calves and Collei pulls him along just that little bit faster. They turn a bend in the road.

A Spinocrocodile, right at the center, staring them down.

Collei’s first thought is to wonder, in a voice very similar to Master, what it’s doing here, so far from water. Then the rest of her mind springs into action. “Quiet,” she says, voice low. “Behind me.” She passes Farva to Mahavir in slow, measured movements, without taking her eyes off the beast. Then she draws her bow.

The Spinocrocodile keeps staring, but it doesn’t charge. It must be too disoriented.

Collei takes her time, aiming straight for the eye and infusing the shot with Dendro, before she finally fires.

It is not an immediate kill, but it leaves the creature thrashing, no longer staring them down. She takes Farva, who is crying quietly, back into her arms. “Run,” she says, and leads her little flock up the road.

Nothing of particular note happens for another few minutes, but then, finally, light shines down on the road and they encounter a Matra. Collei doesn’t let herself relax, but relief washes over her like a warm bath. “Excuse me!” she calls. “Excuse me! There’s something bad happening in Gandharva Ville!”

When she’s finished explaining what she knows, which isn’t much, and the Matra has Farva solidly in their grip, Collei considers for a moment. Master almost certainly intended for her to keep going with the children, all the way out to Sumeru City.

But this is her home. The first place she’s lived that’s ever been home. She can’t just let everything fall apart.

She turns around and runs back.

On the way back, she encounters more people running away, and encourages them. She reaches the Spinocrocodile, which has gone still. She shoots it one more time to make sure that it’s truly dead and can’t hurt anyone. She distracts the confused foxes by peeling part of the skin off a Harra fruit and throwing it toward them. And then she returns.

The strange light hasn’t dimmed at all—if anything, it’s brighter, and it keeps pulsing brighter still. It stings where her skin is bare. A strong, clearly-unnatural wind sweeps around everything. All of the rope bridges have collapsed, leaving only the connections formed from thick branches or natural terrain. Smaller branches and leaves are everywhere.

The Forest Watchers are sorting through the collapsed buildings, calling. Are people trapped? She runs to join them.

“Collei?”

“Master Tighnari!” Collei snaps to attention.

“What are you doing here?” he asks. “I told you to take the children to safety.”

“I got them to a Matra and said what happened and then came back!” Collei says.

Master sighs. “You were meant to stay with them,” he says. “You are a child.”

“I’m not-”

He shakes his head. “I don’t have time for this. Go to Sumeru City, Collei.”

“But-”

Master takes on the strict, stern tone he uses to lecture people who eat strange mushrooms, the one he never turns on her. “That is an order, Trainee.”

For a second, Collei is frozen. For a second, regret is written on Master’s face.

“Yes, Master,” she says, and walks away.

–

The adrenaline starts to wear off when Collei finds the foster children, who are being examined at Bimarstan. Her fingers start to buzz and then burn, which slowly spreads up her arms, worse on her right where she draws her bow. Her legs start to tingle, like bugs crawling over her skin. This is what happens when she exercises without her braces. She breathes through the pain, slow and steady, until a doctor notices and has her drink a painkilling tea.

She recognizes the scent of the blend and knows it’s going to be too weak to do anything but take the edge off it, but-


  That is an order, Trainee.


-she sips it down anyway.

She can’t sleep. She settles Farva on her lap like a particularly heavy heating pad, wrapping an arm around the little girl’s front, and waits. Master will send instructions when he can. Even if he’s angry with her, he wouldn’t let the little ones suffer for it. Master is far too kind for that.

A few hours later, Cyno arrives. He’s scowling. When his eyes fall on her, his face goes deliberately neutral.

“Collei,” Cyno says. “You’re well? Unhurt?”

Collei nods. She’s in pain, but not enough to impair her.

“Good,” he says. He sits down next to her, far enough away that there’s no chance they’ll come into contact by accident. “Someone set off an elemental bomb at the Statue of the Seven near Gandharva Ville,” he says.

“But… why?” Collei asks.

“I don’t know yet,” Cyno says, with promise in his voice: he will know soon. “The technique used requires some extremely specialized knowledge, so the list of potential culprits is quite small. It won’t be long before they’re caught.”

“And then everyone can go back?”

Cyno sighs. “It could be some time until Gandharva Ville is once again suitable for human habitation,” he says. “Even once the Ley Lines are repaired, it will take time for the energies at the site to disperse.”

“I have a Vision,” Collei says. “I can help.”

Cyno shakes his head. “High concentrations of unguided energies are known to be particularly harmful to post-Eleazar individuals. The protection that your Vision offers would be more than canceled out.”

Collei folds her hands in her lap. “It’s my home.”

“I know,” Cyno says. “I came to tell you. My friend Alhaitham has agreed to take you in while Gandharva Ville is still off-limits to you.”

Collei has met Alhaitham. He’s always watching everything, but he never brings up what he sees. He’s helped Tighnari make lesson plans for her. He seems like he would be strict and stern, hard and cold. But she doesn’t think he would hurt her on purpose.

“Okay,” Collei murmurs.

“Tighnari will have your prescriptions and braces sent over as soon as he can,” Cyno says. “Would you like me to take you to Alhaitham’s house now?”

Collei looks down at the toddler in her lap. “What about the kids?” She can’t imagine Alhaitham taking a three-year-old into his home.

“An orphanage will take them, temporarily,” Cyno says. “You’re a little different.”

Because she has panic attacks if she wakes up and it’s too loud, if a stranger touches her, if someone she knows touches her when she hasn’t seen that they’re there, if she sees someone she doesn’t trust implicitly so much as lay a finger on her medicine…

“You’re older,” Cyno says. “You’ve earned your own space.” He leans back in his seat. “Collei. Why did the scarecrow win an award?” When she doesn’t answer, he continues: “It was outstanding in its field.”

“Cyno…” Collei groans.

“You see,” Cyno says, “scarecrows are posed to appear as if they’re standing in the middle of a field. The joke is that ‘outstanding’ is used both to imply-”

“Don’t you need to be… investigating, or something?” Collei asks.

Cyno sighs again. “I suppose I should,” he says. “Take care of yourself, Collei. And know that if you are mistreated, I will see justice done, even if Alhaitham is… more-or-less my friend. You need only say the word.”

Collei knows that this is true. Cyno can’t prevent every bad thing from happening, though he prevents quite a few. But he will never, ever allow a sin to go unpunished. There is solace in that.

“The person who attacked Gandharva Ville…”

“Justice will be done there, too,” Cyno says. “There is no need to worry about that.”

For the first time since all of this began, Collei almost smiles.

–

Alhaitham’s house is just like every other in this part of Sumeru City. Collei nervously checks the address a third time before looking over the building, searching for some kind of hint about its ownership. There doesn’t seem to be a single distinguishing feature. Nothing about the outside of the house has been customized at all.

Though maybe the lack of any distinguishing feature is the distinguishing feature?

Collei shakes her head and knocks on the door.

Alhaitham answers almost immediately. He nods at her, ushering her inside. “The spare bedroom isn’t clean yet, but Kaveh will be finished soon,” he says. “You can help yourself to any of the food in the kitchen. If you need anything else, ask Kaveh.”

“Kaveh?” Collei asks.

Alhaitham’s face doesn’t quite change, but there’s something different for just a moment. “Kaveh,” he confirms. “I have work. I’ll see you this evening.” He brushes up against her as he makes for the door.

It’s too much. It’s too much. She draws in a deep, gasping breath. And then another, and another, but there’s just not enough air she can’t breathe she can’t breathe she can’t breathe she can’t-

A voice slowly filters into her awareness.

“-thirty-four in the morning on the fourth of May. I am Alhaitham, and you are inside my house, in Sumeru City. You are experiencing a panic attack. It will pass with time.” A pause. “It is seven thirty-four—thirty-five—in the morning on the fourth of May. I am Alhaitham, and you are inside my house-”

“I’m sorry,” Collei gasps. She is sitting on the floor. She’s breathing very hard. She feels lightheaded.

“No,” Alhaitham says. “I know better than to touch you unexpectedly, particularly in a time of stress. I apologize.”

“I-” Collei can’t find any other words. “I’m sorry, I-”

“I am neither hurt nor offended,” Alhaitham says. He pauses, looking up. “Ah.”

Collei, still gulping down air, follows his gaze. Kaveh. He’s dressed so simply that it distracts her from the dizziness for a moment—plain white trousers under a plain white kurta, hair hanging loose instead of pinned up, not a single piece of jewelry. It’s a bizarre sight.

“Have you already frightened your guest?” Kaveh asks. “This is impressive even for you, Alhaitham. Collei, dear, would it be all right if I touched you right now? I think it might help if you could sit on the divan.”

Alhaitham looks between the two of them. “I’ll be taking my leave,” he says.

“Yes, you’ve certainly done enough damage for one day,” Kaveh replies. “Collei?”

Collei blinks. “I…”

Alhaitham leaves, closing the door quietly behind him.

“If you’re not interested in moving, that’s fine, too,” Kaveh says. “Archons know I’ve spent a humiliating amount of time laying on this floor.” He watches for a moment more, then sits down next to her. “Don’t worry about Alhaitham. He’s not upset with you. He’s just bad at feelings.”

Collei manages a huff of laughter. “He did okay,” she mumbles.

“Ah, well.” Kaveh smiles. It looks a little sad. “You must be tired. I don’t quite have the spare room ready, but you can get in the bed if you’d like. Or you can rest on the divan. Or even here, if you like. I certainly won’t judge.”

Collei hesitates. “Divan,” she murmurs. She doesn’t want to sleep in the entryway, but going too far from this spot seems too difficult. “I’ll… You’ll have to help me up.”

Kaveh nods. He draws away, gets back to his feet, and slowly, very slowly, extends a hand toward her. A black wrist brace peeks out from under his kurta. He doesn’t seem to notice.

Collei reaches out gingerly and takes his hand. She allows him to pull her to her feet.

“Thank you,” Kaveh says, as if she’s the one who’s done something kind. He lets go. “I’ll bring you some water, all right?”

Collei nods. She takes the few steps to the divan and lays down, resting her head on the arm. Exhaustion crashes over her, as it usually does after a panic attack, on top of how little rest she got the night before. She’s asleep before she knows if Kaveh returns.

  



2. Chapter 2


    
    Collei finally wakes when Kaveh calls her for dinner, although she feels just as exhausted as if she’d spent the time wide awake. Her ankles throb quietly, and when she glances at them, they’re noticeably swollen. Her fingers are a little puffy, too, though not quite as bad. She hopes this isn’t the start of a flare. Particularly when she doesn’t know when her medication will arrive.

(Part of her wonders if it will arrive. Tighnari has always assured her that no matter how much trouble she was in, he wouldn’t withhold food or medicine as a punishment. She does not want to think less of him than he deserves. But the cold truth is that under the right circumstances, anyone can do anything, cruel as it might be.)

She sits at the table trying not to let her kulcha fall from her worryingly-numb fingers while Alhaitham and Kaveh bicker cheerfully over the amount of garlic in the dough and when powdered ginger can be substituted for fresh. Kaveh is still dressed in that plain, undecorated kurta, which makes him look almost like a different, smaller person. Even his gestures seem less grand and sweeping like this.

Or maybe it is that he’s not moving as much. It might make sense. Now that she’s looking, she realizes that both his wrists are in braces—bulky ones, too, not the relatively unobtrusive one she’d seen earlier that could be mistaken for a compression glove. Did he hurt himself? Is that why he’s acting so strangely?

Kaveh catches her staring and shakes his head. “Is the food all right? Sometimes Alhaitham uses quite a bit of spice.”

“I don’t have a problem with spice,” Collei says, looking down at the plate. “It’s fine.”

“Tighnari usually makes stews and curries, doesn’t he?” Kaveh asks. “And a lot of salads.”

“A lot of salads,” Collei agrees.

“Much more than is typical for a person with Valuka Shuna blood,” Alhaitham says. “But everyone has their own needs and preferences.” A pause. “It would be helpful if you mentioned yours, Collei.”

“I’ll eat anything,” Collei replies. “There’s not really anything I can’t eat or don’t like.” She’s lucky enough that her Eleazar never really affected her digestive system, and she spent a long enough time hungry that she can think of at least something good about any food that she tastes.

“Do you have a favorite?” Kaveh asks. “I’m fond of anything with cream or cheese, fresh fruit-”

“-and alcohol,” Alhaitham says. “Certainly that.”

Kaveh rolls his eyes. “I’ll have you know I’ve cut back.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Alhaitham replies. “I prefer meals that can be readily eaten while reading.”

“He usually reads at the table in the evenings,” Kaveh says. “Turns on the noise-canceling on his headpiece and all. Terribly rude. What if I had something important to say?”

“Like how this client is also a problem who doesn’t listen to you?” Alhaitham asks. He turns to Collei. “You really don’t have anything you particularly like to eat?”

Collei looks away. “There were really good fried radish balls in Mondstadt, but I think that’s a little specific.”

Alhaitham hums, a noise that could really mean anything, and shifts his focus back to Kaveh. “Returning to our previous topic, Kaveh: you can barely handle the mildest of peppers, yet you put six entire cloves of garlic into this curry.”

“Garlic isn’t spicy, Alhaitham,” Kaveh says.

“Six,” Alhaitham repeats.

“Garlic should be measured with the heart,” Kaveh says. “The heart, Alhaitham. That thing you usually disregard?”

“The organ that keeps our blood circulating?”

Collei can’t quite keep herself from giggling.

At the end of the meal, Alhaitham collects the plates and carries them to the kitchen. Collei is about to do the same for the cups when Kaveh taps her on the shoulder.

“Collei,” he murmurs. “I noticed your fingers have swollen a bit. If you can drink Tighnari’s anti-inflammatory tea, I can brew a dose for you.”

“You have it on hand?” Collei asks.

“Things happen,” Kaveh says with the wave of a hand. “Is that a yes?”

“Please,” Collei says.

Kaveh swipes the cups in a quick motion. “I’ll have it done in a moment. Check over the spare bedroom. Right there across the hall. If there’s something that won’t work for you or that you need urgently, let me know. I’m afraid we don’t really have clothing in your size, but I’ve left a few things out for you that you can borrow for the time being.”

“Kaveh…”

“Go on, hurry up,” Kaveh says, smiling. “If you need something from the market, we’ll need to get it soon before places start closing.”

So Collei checks the spare bedroom, caught up in Kaveh’s… Kaveh. It’s fine. The bed is tall enough that she won’t have to work hard to get herself standing in the morning, but not so tall that she has to climb onto it. There’s a large desk and a chair, a mostly-empty bookshelf, and a trunk large enough that it could hold all her belongings if they were shipped from Gandharva Ville. (The Baron Bunny that Amber made for her, Cuilein-Anbar, her letters from everyone… have they survived everything? Will Master throw them out?)

There are a few articles of clothing on the bed. Plain enough that she would expect them to belong to Alhaitham, but not nearly bulky enough for him to wear, so they must belong to Kaveh. She supposes that what he’s wearing today is plenty of evidence that he owns some simple pieces, but it still strikes her as strange. She changes into the smallest top and bottom in the set for now and wanders out of the room.

Alhaitham and Kaveh are arguing in the kitchen, voices low, clearly not meant for her ears. But she learned the dangers of letting people with power over her have information she does not a long time ago, and draws closer on soft feet.

“-your usual self-sacrificing antics,” Alhaitham is saying. “You are not impressing anyone.”

“It’s not about whether anyone is impressed,” Kaveh replies. “It’s about doing the right thing. It’s about being a decent person.”

“At your own detriment?”

“She is a teenager whose home was just attacked. Of course I’m going to do what I can.”

“You’re wearing your wrist splints, which you hate to do because it restricts your fluidity when writing or drawing,” Alhaitham says. “And both ankle and knee braces. How bad is it, Kaveh?”

Kaveh is… a little like her, isn’t he? That’s what part of this is about, isn’t it?

“That is none of your business,” Kaveh replies. “And we are being overheard, so unless you intend to go back on our agreement, shut up.” He backs out of the kitchen. “Hello, Collei. Tea?”

Collei looks at him. “Are you two fighting for real instead of… whatever you usually do?” she asks.

Kaveh puts his face into his hands and sighs. “No,” he says.

“Yes,” Alhaitham says. “But your intervention is unnecessary. Kaveh has made you tea. Drink it.”

Kaveh stares at Alhaitham as if he’s said something truly outlandish. His shoulders sag and he shakes his head. “Yes,” he says. “You might as well. Was everything all right for the evening? You seem to have found something to wear.”

“Everything is fine,” Collei says.

“Tomorrow we can get you more clothes, at least,” Kaveh continues, ducking into the kitchen. He reappears almost immediately with a mug in hand. “Nilou has the morning free. You’re invited to her apartment to see if there are clothes that suit.” He hands Collei the mug. “She’s about the same size that you are. She should have something.”

Collei takes the mug with both hands and drinks. It’s bitter and strangely salty, off-putting, but the taste is familiar. It tastes like home—her least favorite corner of home, perhaps, but home. And she can feel her muscles relax as she sips at it. It’s just the knowledge that she will feel better influencing her mind. Master has explained this to her. But it’s something.

“There, you see?” Kaveh says to Alhaitham.

Alhaitham sighs. “Would you like something to read?” he asks Collei, ignoring Kaveh entirely. “I have the entire collection of A Legend of Sword and Princess Mina of the Fallen Kingdom, along with some single-volume light novels.”

“You read light novels?” Collei asks, surprised.

“Among other things,” Alhaitham replies.

Collei finds herself smiling a little. “I’d like to borrow Princess Mina, if you don’t mind. I promise not to damage your books.”

–

Half an hour later, Collei is seated at the desk in the spare bedroom—which she suspects is actually Kaveh’s room. The first volume of Princess Mina sits out in front of her, but she hasn’t read any of it yet. Now that she’s fed, medicated, and partially rested, she’s thinking again.

She doesn’t like relying entirely on the kindness of others without making a single contribution herself. And if Kaveh is having a hard time, she doesn’t want to make it any harder. His wrists must be as bad as they are right now because he was cleaning out this room. His room, which she has taken.

Master would remind her that Kaveh is the one who made these decisions, not her.

Master finally got fed up with her and kicked her out of Gandharva Ville, just like she’s always known he would.

He didn’t. He doesn’t want her there now because it’s dangerous to her. She’s not unwelcome forever. This will end and she can go home.

She made him upset. He’s never been that kind of upset with her before.

He promised.

Collei takes a deep, shuddering breath. She trusts him. He doesn’t want to hurt her. She trusts him.

She lays her hands on the desk so that they’re stable and looks down at them. They’re a little less swollen, she thinks. The muscles feel a little less tight. If she’s very careful and very lucky, she might avoid a full flare. She doesn’t want to deal with that in an unfamiliar place.

Cyno would remind her that she could if she had to, though. She’s survived worse, under worse circumstances. She has made it through terrible things out to the other side. It would be awful to do it again, but she could.

Her body stiffens as she remembers the end of that, the sealing, when Cyno locked away-

No.

Collei is going to read Princess Mina. She’s read a few books by this author before and enjoyed them. She might have to take it slow, given the author’s usual writing style, but she can do it.

She opens the book, setting it out on the desk, and reads, tracing a finger under the words.

A princess that brings destruction. She brought destruction, once. But she never had a dashing samurai by her side. She had Amber, for awhile, but that wasn’t a romance, even if she had a massive crush. Still has a crush, though it’s not as strong as it was, and Sucrose, well…

She decides that tomorrow, once she’s borrowed some clothes, she’ll write letters to Amber and Sucrose. If her heart is fluttering like it does when she thinks of them, there won’t be space for so much fear.

For now… she’s slept so much, but she still needs to rest. She places a bookmark in her book and climbs into bed.

  



3. Chapter 3

Notes for the Chapter:blink-and-you’ll-miss-it hint of gender dysphoria toward the end of the chapter but it is very mild




    
    The morning is better than Collei expected it to be. She feels much closer to her usual energy levels, and while all of her joints are stiff, none of them are visibly swollen. She spends a few minutes stretching, coaxing her body into something a little closer to flexibility. It isn’t too bad by the time she’s done.

When she emerges from the spare bedroom, she finds Kaveh laying on his back on the divan. He’s dressed more like his usual self, today, but now that she’s looking, she can see disruption in the fabric at his knees where he must be wearing knee braces, and she sees braces on his ankles and feet as well. His suitcase—Mehrak, she remembers—is projecting the image of a building over him. As she watches, he waves a hand, still in a heavy splint, and the image rotates to show itself from each angle.

“There,” Kaveh says, and the rotation stops. He studies the image, some kind of tower. “That’s the problem. Mehrak, reduce the width of these columns by thirty… no, twenty-five percent.” The tower flickers. “Good, good.” He looks up at Collei. “And good morning, Collei. Alhaitham has already left for the Akademiya. I thought it would be better not to wake you, but there’s fresh bread and jam in the kitchen for breakfast.”

“Thank you,” Collei says. She is nearly on fire with curiosity. She wants to know why he’s wearing all these braces so badly. But she knows how it feels to be asked questions like that, too, so she turns away and goes into the kitchen to eat.

As Kaveh said, there’s barbari on the kitchen counter, and a jar of moraba-ye haveej next to it. The bread is still warm, but nothing in the kitchen looks used, so it must have been purchased this morning.

The bread and jam are set out, and the bread is fresh, but there’s not a single crumb anywhere else in this kitchen, no dishes or water in the sink. No one else has eaten anything in this kitchen this morning.

Collei steps back into the living room. “Have you eaten?” she asks Kaveh. “I can bring you a plate.”

“I-” Kaveh, still lying down, looks away from Mehrak’s projection and over at her. For a moment, he has the same expression that he gets when doing a complicated math problem in his head. “I could eat some plain bread, if there’s enough.”

“Sure,” Collei says. She goes back to the kitchen and puts plain barbari on two plates.

Kaveh is sitting up when she gets back, posture rigid. He takes the plate with the smaller portion. “Thank you,” he murmurs, and nibbles at the bread. “No jam?”

“Not in the mood,” Collei replies. She takes a bite, chews, and swallows before continuing. “Are you… okay?”

“A bit sore,” Kaveh says very quickly.

Collei thinks of the moment of freefall before snapping open the wings of a wind glider, and continues, “It’s more than that, isn’t it?”

Kaveh smiles ruefully. “I suppose you’d be able to tell,” he says. “More than a bit, yes.”

“You don’t have to eat if it will make you feel worse,” Collei says.

Kaveh stares for a moment, then laughs. “It’s probably better to have something in my stomach,” he says. He takes another very small bite of bread. “I’m willing to discuss it with you.”

“You’re wearing a lot of braces,” Collei ventures.

“Yes,” Kaveh says. He looks down at his wrists. “These are just because of nerve compression. Common artist’s malady. The rest of it… I think the colloquial name is still ‘false Eleazar.’”

“Recurrent encephalomyelitis?” Collei asks. When Kaveh gives her a surprised look, she continues, “One of the foster children in Gandharva Ville has it. We thought it was Eleazar at first, but the skin was never affected, and then it went away for over a year.”

“I’m told it’s rare in children,” Kaveh says. “I was a few years into my studies at the Akademiya when I was diagnosed. It was… a difficult time.” He shakes his head. “I would prefer it if you didn’t discuss it with anyone. Alhaitham figured it out, and I imagine Tighnari has some idea, but I don’t want it to be public knowledge.”

“Of course,” Collei says. She considers, eating a little more bread. “If you’re having a bad day, you can just give me directions to Nilou’s apartment. You don’t have to come with me.”

Kaveh closes his eyes for a moment. A long one. Then he sighs. “No,” he says. “That’s sweet of you, and I appreciate it, but I’ll have to go out today anyway.” He sighs again and opens his eyes, giving the barbari a considering look. “At least Alhaitham will be happy, I suppose.” He takes another tiny bite.

Collei blinks. “About what?”

Kaveh shakes his head. “Never mind. Finish breakfast, and then we’ll head out to Nilou’s. She’s the kindest woman in Sumeru City, you know. Have you met her before?”

It’s probably best to accept the change of topic. “She’s come to Gandharva Ville a few times,” Collei says. “She makes me worry she’s going to get lost.”

Kaveh laughs. “She’d no more get lost than I would.”

Collei laughs, too. “That’s not as reassuring as you think it is.”

“I have an immaculate sense of direction,” Kaveh says, playing at offense. “And if Alhaitham has told you some story- things that happen when I’m drunk do not count.”

–

Nilou’s apartment isn’t within the Grand Bazaar itself, which is quite the relief, as the crowds are shoulder-to-shoulder there and just looking at it makes Collei’s skin crawl. She lives just outside it, instead, on the outskirts of the city where the buildings are smaller and simpler.

“Alhaitham used to live around here,” Kaveh says, voice tight with what Collei now knows as pain. He’s taken off the ankle braces he was wearing in favor of a pair of shoes that, on inspection, are also braces, just more subtle about it. “I don’t remember exactly where. He wasn’t the type to invite friends home with him. I think he moved further into town for the shorter commute.”

Collei blinks. “Even here, it’s only a few minutes’ walk to the Akademiya.”

“As slow as he is at waking in the mornings, he gets use out of the extra five minutes.” Kaveh laughs slightly. “Here we are.” He walks up to a house and knocks on a windowsill rather than the door. “Nilou?”

Mosquito netting is pushed aside and Nilou peers out. “Good morning!” she says. “Come inside! Have you eaten?”

“We had breakfast,” Kaveh says, ushering Collei toward the door.

Nilou meets them a few moments later. “Could you have more?” she asks. “An Uncle at the market gave me some rambutans that he couldn’t sell, but they probably won’t last until tomorrow.”

“I can’t stay,” Kaveh says, looking regretful. “Here, Collei.” He reaches into his pocket and hands her a key with a little lion figure attached. “So you can get back inside on your own.”

“Are you sure?” Collei asks.

“Yes,” Kaveh replies. “Go on, then.”

Collei takes the key. “Thank you.”

Kaveh gently nudges at her shoulder. “Good luck.” He smiles at Nilou. “And thank you, too.”

“You’re welcome!” Nilou says brightly. “Come inside, Collei. Would you like a rambutan?”

“Sure,” Collei says, following Nilou through the front door, a hallway, and then another door that opens on an apartment.

It’s a one-room apartment—well, perhaps two, because one door leads off to what must be a bathroom. Clothes are everywhere: hanging on a rack, peering out of a trunk, folded on a divan. The table is mostly covered in what must be dance props: brightly colored scarves, veils, a sword more decorative than functional.

“Sit down,” Nilou says. She moves a pile of veils out of the way to set a bowl in its place, then sets about cutting the peel from a rambutan. The peel and the stone go into the bowl, and she hands the fruit to Collei. “I heard about what happened to Gandharva Ville. It’s awful.”

“It is,” Collei says.

Nilou nods. “But if you’d rather not talk about it…” She gestures to the room. “I have a lot of options for you. What kinds of clothes would you like to wear?” She peels a rambutan for herself as she continues. “If you’re just borrowing, you don’t have to know right away whether you love it or not. You can just try it out. Is there anything you know you don’t like?”

“My skin can be sensitive,” Collei says. “And I don’t know if I want the Eleazar scarring to show.”

“No itchy fabrics, then,” Nilou says. “For the scarring… we’ll try things out, and if you don’t like them, you don’t have to borrow them.” She eats her rambutan, considering.

Collei thinks, too. She’s not sure that she would like the kinds of long, flowing clothes that Nilou wears most often. She thinks she would rather have things that are easier to move around in. But part of her wants to at least see what she looks like in those lovely draping skirts. She imagines trying to dance the way that Nilou dances. There are things that she isn’t sure that her body would ever let her do. But on good days, if she’s careful, maybe she could do those graceful spins with fabric twirling around her.

What would that be like? She’s never thought of it before. But it’s something possible. She could learn.

She has so many choices now. She has time to do so many things. Sometimes it seems like it can’t possibly be real.

The sound of running water brings Collei back to the moment. Nilou is rinsing her hands at the sink. Collei hurries over to join her.

“The Forest Rangers wear such drab colors,” Nilou says. “I guess it’s necessary for the work.” She looks at Collei and smiles. “But I think you would look lovely in something brighter. I have a purple sari that I think will match your eyes. Would you like to try it?”

“I would,” Collei says, and then she realizes.

She’s going to have to take her clothes off.

She won’t be naked. There’s no reason that Nilou would want her to take off her underwear or her breast band.

But Nilou is so pretty, so lovely, and Collei is a scarred, sick girl with a body marred by Eleazar and curses and hunger during years of growth.

Collei feels her cheeks burn.

“Oh, right,” Nilou says. “You didn’t grow up on the stage.” She smiles. “Once you’ve done enough backstage costume changes, you forget to feel shy about your body.”

“You have nothing to feel shy about,” Collei says. “I…”

Nilou shakes her head. She unwraps her sari and removes her choli, standing in bloomers and breast band. “My clothes make my breasts and hips look larger than they truly are,” she says. “I don’t have womanly curves, not really.” She gestures to her throat. “I had surgery to reduce the size of my thyroid cartilage. You can still see the scar if you know to look.” She lifts a foot. “Look at all the calluses. Important for dancing, but they don’t look nice.” She smiles at Collei. “Every body has its imperfections.” A pause. “But if you still feel uncomfortable, I can wait in the hall.”

Collei can still tell she’s blushing, but she shakes her head. “No, it’s- it’s okay. I’m just nervous.” She takes a deep breath. “Show me the sari?”

Nilou smiles and reaches into a trunk. “Here,” she says. “It really does match your eyes.”

“It does,” Collei says. She runs a hand over the fabric. “I want to try it on.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          so that took… awhile………

kaveh’s condition is based on multiple sclerosis, specifically the relapsing-remitting type, but i do not trust myself not to get shit wrong and the bodies of people in teyvat clearly do not work like ours. (you are telling me that man was frozen solid. for centuries. and thawed and he had no physical side effects??????????? what???????) this was not the direction that i had originally planned but i started using him in-game and looked at his shoes and thought, huh, those look like fancy afos if you squint a little.
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4. Chapter 4


    
    Collei returns to Alhaitham’s house wearing that purple sari, with a bag of other, more practical clothing slung over her shoulder. She feels a little strange about going into the house without its occupants—but as it turns out, she doesn’t have to worry about that. Alhaitham is in the living room, flipping through a sheaf of papers. He looks up at her as she closes the door behind her. “That looks more comfortable.”

“Yes,” Collei says.

“Did Kaveh tell you where he was going?”

“He didn’t,” Collei replies.

“Did you see if he ate anything?”

“A little,” she says. “Not much.”

Alhaitham nods again. “Package came for you.” He tips his chin toward something on the kitchen table. “And there’s been news from Gandharva Ville.”

“What kind of news?” Collei asks. She sets the bag of clothes down and sits at the table, pulling the package toward her.

“The intended targets of the attack appear to have been the former Sages who were exiled to the Avidya Forest,” Alhaitham tells her.

“Oh,” Collei says, experiencing sudden vertigo. She’s glad that Alhaitham waited until she was seated to say that.

“They did not survive,” he continues. “Most likely, they died during the initial blast.”

Collei looks at her hands. “Were there any other casualties?” she hears herself ask.

“Six people were injured severely enough to require admission to Bimarstan,” he says. “No one else was killed.”

“That’s good.”

Collei breathes. The former Sages are dead. After imprisoning an archon, after running an experiment on the people of Sumeru City that by all rights should have killed people, after turning a blind eye to terrible things. She cannot find it in her to be sad that they’re dead. Even if the same laws of vengeance would require her own death.

But at this cost? With this complete disregard for everyone else?

Mechanically, she reaches forward for the package. It’s sealed with Dendro energy instead of twine, so she presses the tip of a finger to the seal to shatter it and opens the box.

Oh.

Her braces. Jars of medicine, both herbs to be steeped into tea and the little quick-action vials.

And the little Baron Bunny that Amber made for her.

At the bottom of the package is a note in Master’s neat handwriting. Take care.

Collei holds the Baron Bunny to her chest and closes her eyes. Master is so kind. She shouldn’t have forgotten.

The tension slowly drains back out of her.

She looks over to see that Alhaitham is watching her. She can’t see a single difference in his expression this time, either. “Do you, um, need something?” she asks.

“When you get hungry, eat what you like from the kitchen,” Alhaitham says, and returns to his papers.

Was he… making sure she’s okay?

(Is she okay?)

“Thank you,” Collei says.

Alhaitham shakes his head without looking up.

Collei gathers everything and carries it into the bedroom—Kaveh’s bedroom, she shouldn’t forget that. She sits on the bed. Sits with… all of it.

The explosion and everything after would be a cruel way to die. She wouldn’t say that the former Sages didn’t deserve it. But the sort of person who could go through with this, all the ugliness of killing a person with full intent and all the collateral damage they must have known would result… that is a truly dangerous, truly frightening person.

Collei has blood on her hands. She may not have wanted to kill people, but the curse inside her can only be her own responsibility. And those she killed deserved it far less than the former Sages. She doesn’t have the right to judge.

She thinks, though, that she has the right to be frightened.

She curls up on the bed and clings to Baron Bunny. She is frightened, but: Cyno will do everything within his power to find the person who did this. Master will do everything within his power to heal his forest. These things are just as much a part of who they are as their names.

And Master sent her Baron Bunny. Not just her medicines and braces, things that she needs, things that he promised her. Baron Bunny. He must not be too mad at her. Not if he spent time in a situation like this considering what would comfort her the most.

She rests for a little while, keeping the reminder that she is loved tight in her arms.

–

When Collei emerges a few hours later, Alhaitham is in the kitchen. He’s not doing anything to prepare food, though. He still has those papers in his hands, and he’s leaning against the counter, reading. He doesn’t look up from what he’s doing as she enters the room.

“Um,” she says. “Excuse me?”

“Yes?” Alhaitham asks.

“I, um.” Collei shifts from foot to foot. “Lunch. Is there something I shouldn’t eat?”

“You can eat whatever you’d like,” Alhaitham replies.

Collei feels herself start to relax, and only then becomes aware of the tension in her shoulders. She shakes her head and looks around the kitchen. She finds a bowl of fruit and begins to peel an orange. There are other oranges in the bowl, so this one isn’t essential to anything.

“Do you prefer not to prepare meals, or are you simply anxious?”

Collei goes stiff.

“People don’t usually ask questions like that.”

“I’m asking,” Alhaitham says. He still hasn’t looked up from the papers.

Collei looks down at the orange. “When it’s a good day, I like to cook,” she says. “And Master Tighnari had me formulating meal plans when I wasn’t in good physical condition for it.”

“So is today a bad day, or are you anxious?”

“It’s… not a bad day,” Collei admits.

“Then you should prepare yourself something of substance, rather than just a piece of fruit,” Alhaitham says. “At least a basic pita pocket. There are pita in the pantry and you may choose any ingredient you like as a filling. Our household does not maintain a specific meal plan.”

Collei realizes that this, too, is concern. Alhaitham is attempting to ensure she is fed and comfortable. He’s just going about it in a very strange way.

She opens the pantry to find the pita. “I bet Master Tighnari has lectured you about not planning meals in advance,” she ventures.

“Yes,” Alhaitham says with disinterest. “Repeatedly. And Kaveh as well. But it is not workable for our household. Kaveh’s appetite is as unpredictable as his work schedule. We cannot plan the way one could for a larger organization without food waste.”

“Kaveh isn’t hungry today,” Collei ventures, as she picks up pita and a tomato.

“I thought not,” Alhaitham says. “Though he, too, would benefit from something of substance.”

Collei thinks of bad days, when pain all over her body triggers nausea. Sometimes she can’t eat much on those days. But sometimes, if it’s just the right thing, she can manage.

“I can see if I can tempt him into it,” Collei offers, setting the ingredients on the counter and going to rummage in the icebox. “I can’t promise anything.”

“In this case, the consequences of failure are limited, and the benefits of success are high,” Alhaitham says.

“It’ll probably be soup,” Collei warns.

“If it must be so, it must be so,” Alhaitham says. He does not quite smile, but the corners of his mouth drift up the tiniest, tiniest amount. “But don’t forget to feed yourself lunch first.”

–

Collei is quite familiar with this soup. Master Tighnari has made it for her dozens of times. She’s made it for others, too, because she’s never been the only sick person in Gandharva Ville. The first step is to soak the beans. There’s no time for doing it properly, but a quick-soak will work just fine. She measures out her beans, then adds water—enough to cover the beans plus the length of one of her fingers. She lights the stove and sets the beans out to simmer.

It’s only a few moments after that when the front door opens. She freezes for a second, but the soft grumbling she hears quickly confirms that it’s just Kaveh.

A little after that, there’s a quiet argument again. Alhaitham must have been waiting. But this time they’re loud enough that she can make out the words without moving any closer.

“You’ve exhausted yourself.”

“Yes, I have. What of it?”

“You won’t be able to maintain this indefinitely.”

“The recurrences go away eventually. There’s no definitive evidence that they’re affected by stress or fatigue. It will pass on its own.”

“We are not discussing a head cold. We are discussing a chronic illness.”

“And you’re not the one experiencing it. You have no right to speak on it.”

There is a long moment of silence.

“You are setting a poor example for Collei.”

“We both know you believe that’s a poor argument. You don’t care about that sort of thing.”

“I don’t, no. But you do.”

Kaveh sighs. “I hate you.”

“I’m aware. Lay down. Did you pick up your medication today?”

The divan creaks. “Alhaitham. I despise you.”

“No, then. I’ll be back in half an hour. Collei’s in the kitchen. Call out to her if you need anything.”


  “Alhaitham-”


But it’s clearly too late, as the front door opens and closes.

Collei presses a hand over her mouth to stop herself from giggling. She knows Kaveh would not appreciate knowing she was listening in on that, and he would appreciate it even less if he knew she thought it was funny.

Back to her task. Alhaitham will want this with some bread, and that would be ideal for her, too, but Master would serve it to sick people alongside some kind of porridge or gruel. She checks through the pantry, looking for grain or flour.

“Collei? Does Alhaitham have you cooking in there?”

She does not scamper out of the kitchen like she’s been caught doing something wrong. She walks out slowly. “Kaveh? Did you need something?”

Kaveh is sitting on the divan—not laying down, as Alhaitham had told him. His hands shake visibly. “Did he really have such poor manners that he put a guest to work?”

“I offered,” Collei says. “It’s nice to feel useful.”

Kaveh sighs. “As long as you understand that no one will throw you out if you’re not meeting some standard of useful.”

Collei nods, though she knows that’s only sometimes true. “You look like you’re not feeling well.”

“Bad enough a kid can tell, then,” Kaveh says.

“I’m fourteen,” Collei protests.

“A teenager, then,” Kaveh says, smiling a little. “It will pass. It always does eventually. That sari is a lovely color on you. Your visit to Nilou went well, then?”

“It did,” Collei says.

Kaveh presses his lips together. “And you’ve heard the latest news out of Gandharva Ville?”

“The former Sages are dead,” Collei says.

“Yes,” Kaveh says, watching her closely. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Does she?

“No,” Collei says. “No, I… would rather not.”

“I understand,” Kaveh says.

She doubts that. But she doesn’t want to correct him. She just wants…

She isn’t sure.

“You should really lay down,” Collei says. “I can bring you something to drink.”

Kaveh rolls his eyes. “I absolutely do not need you to fret over me,” he says.

“Water or juice?”

Kaveh blinks. “That expression makes you look just like Tighnari.”

Collei, delighted, bends forward at the waist just a little, the way Master would. “Water or juice, Kaveh?”

Kaveh laughs. “Water, please.”

Satisfied, Collei goes to the kitchen and pours Kaveh a cup of water, choosing something that is not readily breakable and only filling it two-thirds of the way. When she gives it to him, he smiles slightly.

“You’re a kind girl,” Kaveh says. “Thank you.”

Collei, unsure what to say, disappears back into the pantry.

When Alhaitham returns, she’s in the later stages of making dinner, mashing beans into paste while talbina thickens on the stove. He and Kaveh snipe at each other for awhile. They’re not quite loud enough for Collei to follow the conversation, but she catches pieces here and there:

“Alhaitham, you are such a sandbag.”

“…Kaveh, what does that even mean?”

Collei serves minty bean soup the way that Tighnari makes it, with a boiled zaytun peach stirred in for extra nutrients, alongside talbina for Kaveh and pita for herself and Alhaitham. Every time that Alhaitham complains about the format of the meal, Kaveh takes another bite. She didn’t know it was possible to eat so passive-aggressively.

It takes over half an hour, but Kaveh finishes everything set in front of him.

Collei will never understand what Kaveh and Alhaitham are doing with each other, but sometimes it seems like it’s working out for them.

  



5. Chapter 5


    
    Things settle into a tentative routine. Collei starts waking earlier as the extra fatigue from the day of the explosion slowly fades away—it always takes longer than it would for anyone else. She tiptoes past a sleeping Kaveh into the kitchen. Sometimes there is already warm bread waiting on the counter along with the jam, a pitcher of water, and some cups. If not, she sets out the water and jam, and by the time she’s done, Alhaitham is there with fresh bread in one hand and a half-eaten pastry in the other.

Collei almost asks about it just once, but then she looks at Alhaitham while he looks at Kaveh on the couch and decides she won’t after all.

Kaveh usually wakes when Alhaitham leaves for work. He drinks about half a glass of water, sometimes nibbles on some plain bread, and spends a ridiculous amount of time trying to line his eyes with kohl when his hands won’t stay steady. He asks if Collei needs anything and then goes out as well, leaving Collei to her own devices.

She reads. She writes letters to Amber and Sucrose, and then to Cyno and Master. She does her stretches and goes for walks, learning the neighborhood in the same gradual way she began to learn the forest. She starts dinner when the first clusters of students walk past on their way home from the Akademiya, which means it’s finished by the time that both Alhaitham and Kaveh are home, and they all eat together at the table.

It is not ideal. She misses home very fiercely. But it’s stable and quiet, and that’s more than she expected.

There are, of course, exceptions.

One evening, Alhaitham is late arriving home. Collei wouldn’t really think much of it, but Kaveh is clearly on edge, and that unsettles her.

“Alhaitham, he… it’s usually not a good day for him if he’s this late,” Kaveh says, picking at the skin next to a fingernail. “Sometimes… Well. Don’t let it bother you.”

“Right,” Collei says, uncertain.

“If you’re hungry, go ahead and eat,” Kaveh continues. “No one will think you’re being rude, and we wouldn’t want these to get cold.” He takes a small bite of the Potato Boat in front of him, because he will always eat if he thinks he’s making a point with it. “You used eggplant where most people would use mushrooms,” he says, tone curious and not disapproving at all.

“Master is always scolding people for trying the wrong mushrooms,” Collei replies. “I’ve just gotten into the habit of avoiding them.”

Kaveh laughs. “What business does he have scolding anyone for mushrooms?” he asks. “You know, back at the Akademiya-” He stops sharply as the door opens.

Alhaitham walks into the house, expression tight. He closes the door, toes off his shoes, and goes back toward his bedroom without looking at them.

“Yes,” Kaveh says, voice very low. “He just… needs a little while to himself. It’s best if we don’t disturb him unless there’s an emergency.”

“Is he… okay?” Collei asks.

Kaveh considers her. “No, but he will be in an hour or so, and he does better managing this without people trying to help him.”

Collei has been on the receiving end of “help” that was worse than nothing would have been. She doesn’t like being powerless, but that’s not as important as Alhaitham’s needs in a situation like this. She nods.

Something thumps hard against the wall. She tries not to flinch.

“How about we take these and eat outside?” Kaveh asks.

Collei nods again.

Kaveh’s movements are stiff and tight as he rises to his feet. He spends a long time getting his grip on his cup, long enough that Collei is able to take all of the plates. Kaveh looks as if he wants to say something about it, but instead he goes ahead of her to open the door. They settle on a bench, watching the crowds drift.

“You were saying something about Master, at the Akademiya,” Collei says.

Kaveh breathes in. “I was, wasn’t I?” He drums his fingers against the bench. “He did his thesis on psychoactive mushrooms, you know. Entirely original research. Which meant that he tested a wide range of species that hadn’t had much testing before. We were both close to graduation when I went to his dorm room and found him laying on the floor on his back, holding a book upside-down in front of him, muttering about visual disturbances. And that’s not even the silliest thing I walked in on him doing that month, but I’ll be kind.” He laughs. “Collei, darling, your Master knows what all the mushrooms do because he’s eaten all of them.”

“But some of them are poisonous!” Collei squeaks.

“He kept antidotes and activated charcoal on hand,” Kaveh says. “He wasn’t reckless about it. Just ridiculous.” He smiles fondly. “All Akademiya students go a little mad in the weeks before graduation. The stress is terrible.”

Collei considers this as she nibbles on some salad. “That doesn’t sound like a good way to learn.”

“It wasn’t always,” Kaveh says. “Though the best teachers I ever had were there. I loved my time as a student. But the Akademiya has fundamental flaws as an institution of learning.” He shakes his head. “It’s complicated. If it turns out that it’s not for you, there will be something else. But you don’t need to be worrying about that yet.”

“Other people my age are talking about it,” Collei says.

“And they don’t need to worry about it yet, either,” Kaveh says. “It’s not unreasonable to think about it. But right now, I think the right thing to do is learn a little bit about a wide range of things, and find out what makes you excited. What speaks to you. You have many, many options. I believe you mentioned once that you were leaning toward medicine, but you don’t need to commit right now. You might find you enjoy biology more generally, or that you’re particularly fond of veterinary medicine. You might fall in love with rhetoric the way Alhaitham did, or decide academics aren’t for you at all and become a member of the Corps of Thirty.”

“I don’t know if I’m suited to the Corps of Thirty,” Collei says.

“You can handle a bow with quite a large draw weight, especially for your size,” Kaveh says. “I certainly couldn’t fire your bow.” He smiles. “Just let yourself have options, that’s all.”

Collei nods. She hears a faint something and looks back at the house.

“It’s fine,” Kaveh says. “None of this is unexpected. Let’s actually eat before the potatoes get cold.” And once again, because he’s proving a point, he takes a large bite of the Potato Boat.

They eat quietly for the next few minutes. Collei hasn’t been right outside Alhaitham and Kaveh’s house at this time of day, so she takes in the small differences. The crowd largely goes the opposite direction that it does in the mornings, people heading down from the Akademiya. They’re in larger groups, speaking more loudly. In the mornings, people are often carrying some piece of food to eat for breakfast. There must not be many food stalls close to the Akademiya itself, though, because this crowd is only carrying books and papers.

It’s not quite like the forest here, but this, too, is a place with a daily rhythm, a breath, a pulse. If she looks at it that way, it doesn’t feel so different.

Still, Collei misses home.

“You look gloomy,” Kaveh says. “Do you like sweets? The best kulfiwallah in Sumeru has a stand a few blocks away. I’ll treat you.”

“Are you sure?” Collei asks. He looks tired and sore.

“Why not?” Kaveh says. “Leave the plates here. No one will take them.” And he’s trying to keep them out of the house a little longer.

“Okay,” Collei says. She gets up, then holds a hand out to help Kaveh up as well.

“Thirty isn’t that old,” Kaveh says, though he does accept the assistance. He’s extremely stiff. In a private setting, Collei isn’t sure she could stop herself from expressing concern. But here, in public, she keeps her mouth shut and doesn’t say anything about it, and lets herself be led to the stall.

“Everything’s good here,” Kaveh says, enthusiasm seeping into his voice. “I usually get rose. Alhaitham is fond of the saffron.”

Collei looks over the menu. “How’s the mango?”

“Try it with falooda,” the kulfiwallah interjects.

It does sound good, but-

“You know, you’re right,” Kaveh says, grinning. “One rose kulfi and one mango kulfi falooda.”

And before Collei can work herself up to an objection, the treat is already assembled and being held out for her to take. She blinks and accepts it as Kaveh pays. It’s not just kulfi with a little falooda. There are chopped pistachios, some kind of dark green syrup, dried apricots, and even a spoonful of soaked basil seeds, with a tiny disposable wooden spoon tucked into the side. She marvels a little at it.

When she glances up, Kaveh looks extremely pleased with himself. Collei can’t help but smile at him.

“Now, come, come. Over here.” Kaveh leads her off the paved road onto a packed-dirt path lined with stone. “Just around this corner here…”

And the sky comes into view, and with it the setting sun peering over Vissudha Field.

“Hard to get a good look at the sky in Sumeru City unless you’re high in the Divine Tree,” Kaveh says quietly. “But there are places.” He sits down on a low wall with great care. “Not as grand a sight as you get on the great bridge in Gandharva Ville, but lovely in its own right. And the night-blooming jasmine is waking up.”

“Master says the night-blooming jasmine isn’t a true jasmine,” Collei says. She tries to scoop as many of the ingredients as possible into one single bite on the spoon, which is quite difficult when the utensil is about the size of her thumb. It’s a struggle. She applies herself to her task.

“And Sumeru roses are not true roses, and zaytun peaches are an entirely different order from the Liyue peach,” Kaveh says. “Tighnari really is your teacher. He must be proud of you.”

Collei falters at that, and sets the spoon down without having tasted the kulfi yet. “I… when we were evacuating,” she says, softly. “He asked me to take the children to safety. And I did, but then I came back. He… wasn’t very happy with me.”

“He was probably afraid for you,” Kaveh says. “He wanted to know that you were safe, Collei.”

“He was angry.”

“Think of it this way,” Kaveh says. “I imagine you were quite unhappy to hear him tell you to leave, yes?”

“Yes,” Collei murmurs hesitantly.

“But you clearly still look up to him, and respect him, and want his approval,” Kaveh continues. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be fretting about whether he’s proud of you. So why is it that you believe that one moment when you did something that didn’t please him would be enough to completely overwrite everything he previously felt about you?”

“I…” She’s terrible, and she knows that. But Master knows, too, and that didn’t stop him from caring about her before. That’s not something that changed.

Maybe…

“Eat your kulfi,” Kaveh says kindly. “You’ll feel better. It’s kulfi’s special power.” He eats some of his own, eyes resting on the night-blooming jasmine tree and all its little buds.

“Desserts do not have special powers,” Collei chokes out.

“How do you know?” Kaveh asks. “Stranger things happen every day. The Traveler wrote Alhaitham lately and said they got into Paridaeza.”

Collei scoops up a spoonful of mango kulfi and falooda and brings it to her lips. She does feel a little better as it melts in her mouth. It’s hard to be sad with so much sugar on her tongue.

They’ve both been finished with their kulfi for several minutes when Kaveh smacks at his own arm. “The mosquitoes have found me,” he explains. “It should be fine to head back… Help me up? Oh, but we should pick up some kulfi for Alhaitham…”

So Kaveh buys saffron kulfi from the clearly-amused kulfiwallah, and they make their careful way back up to the house.

Alhaitham is sitting at the table when they arrive, looking tired, but otherwise entirely like nothing has happened. Kaveh hands him the saffron kulfi without saying a word, so Collei decides it’s probably best if she doesn’t speak, either. But instead of retreating to the bedroom—Kaveh’s bedroom—she sits on the divan and fidgets with a loose thread in the hem of her shirt. Just in case something happens, though she has no idea what that would be.

A few minutes pass.

“Thank you,” Alhaitham murmurs.

He’s not looking at Kaveh, or at Collei. Instead, he’s staring down at the table.

Collei glances at Kaveh. His blank expression is entirely unhelpful. But he catches her gaze and smiles.

“Go on,” Kaveh says. “I’ll get the dishes.”

Collei knows a dismissal when she hears one, and decides it’s best to obey this one, even if she’s not convinced Kaveh ought to be washing dishes right now. She hides herself away in the bedroom. Perhaps she’ll get through a few chapters of Princess Mina before bed.

  



6. Chapter 6


    
    In the morning, Collei wakes to a knock on the bedroom door. She scurries over to open it as quickly as she can.

“What-”

“Quiet,” Alhaitham says in a low voice.

Collei closes her mouth.

“Kaveh is… indisposed,” he continues. “I’m going to cancel both his and my own engagements for the next few days and pick up a few things. He is in my bedroom, and if we’re all quite fortunate, he’ll sleep for a little while. Make sure that he doesn’t need anything. I doubt he is currently capable of walking unassisted and he really ought not make the attempt.”

“Okay,” Collei murmurs.

“Thank you,” Alhaitham says. “I will return shortly.” He closes the door softly.

Collei takes a few moments to get dressed before slipping out of the bedroom. She goes down the hall to Alhaitham’s bedroom. The door is open a crack, and she stands still and listens. She can hear slow, deliberate breathing, the way that Master taught her to breathe through Eleazar pain. Kaveh is awake, then.

She stands there for a moment, indecisive, before pushing the door open. The hinge squeaks softly, and it’s enough to get Kaveh to look over at her.

“Alhaitham’s… fussing,” Kaveh says. He’s on his back, blankets tucked under his arms. One of his legs is bent to the side at a strange angle. His fingers twitch and jerk. “I’m just…”

Collei takes another page out of Master’s book of tricks, and just waits.

“Hurts,” Kaveh mumbles. “Leg seized up. Happens.” He lets out a shaky sigh. “Probably better in a few hours.”

“Do you need anything?” Collei asks.

Kaveh shakes his head.

“Is it better if I leave you alone or if I stay?”

Kaveh looks at her with a little more focus. “I…” Another controlled breath. “I’m afraid I’ll be… poor company.”

Collei shakes her head. “I want to do whatever will help you right now,” she says. Not whatever he thinks she needs. “Can you tell me what that is?”

Kaveh’s hands pick at the blanket. “I…” He closes his eyes. “Stay?”

“Sure,” Collei says, and sits at the foot of the bed.

“Tell me…” Kaveh sighs. “Tell me what Tighnari had you… working on, before.”

Collei flinches, but Kaveh’s eyes aren’t open to see it, and she pushes that little sting aside. “He says the top priorities right now are improving reading comprehension and fine motor control,” she says. “And he said that if I’m interested in medicine, I need a good foundation in biology in general, and so I was helping him with his medicinal garden. Sprouting seeds, soil testing. He was going to start me on grafting cuttings next.”

“Fine motor control,” Kaveh mutters.

“My Eleazar was worst in my hands and feet,” Collei says. “I couldn’t bend just one finger at a time, and my grip strength was bad enough that by the end, I had to use my whole hand to hold a pen. So now, I’m having to… how did Master say it… unlearn compensatory behaviors. I probably still won’t move like everyone else, but it will be closer, and that will put less strain on my arm when I write.”

Kaveh hums and nods. “You were reading?”

He’s probably asking what she was reading, so Collei says, “Everything, really. Master said it didn’t matter as long as I kept practicing. I’ve read a lot of light novels, but he also gives me Forest Watcher reports, old textbooks, whatever we can find. And then we talk about them afterward.” She should try to keep going, and not force him to lead the conversation. “Um. He had me read a book about King Deshret and the Goddess of Flowers and write down anything I thought was an embellishment on the part of the authors. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to know at first. But then I started getting this sense that the author really liked the Goddess of Flowers and thought King Deshret was unintelligent. And then I started over with the book. Master gave me a really good score on that one.”

They continue to talk—or, well, Collei keeps talking, and sometimes Kaveh asks a short question or nods in agreement to prompt her to keep going. Slowly, some of the tension eases from his face. It’s obvious that he’s still in pain, but at least he seems a little more relaxed.

A little later, Alhaitham returns. He doesn’t really look pleased to see Collei in his room. But he doesn’t scold her. He crouches down next to the bed.

“You didn’t sleep?”

Kaveh opens his eyes and shakes his head.

“Do you want to go to Bimarstan?”

Kaveh shakes his head even harder.

Alhaitham sighs. “You’re in pain, Kaveh.”

“This is… enough,” Kaveh murmurs. He looks at Collei. “If it gets worse… maybe.”

Clear, unmistakable relief pours over Alhaitham’s face. It is the most expressive she has ever seen it.

“All right,” he says. “I understand.”

“You told them…”

“I told them you have food poisoning,” Alhaitham replies. “Your client sends their well-wishes.”

“No,” Kaveh says. He swallows. “Days.”

“Three,” Alhaitham says.

Kaveh sighs, and it’s obvious he isn’t pleased about that answer, but he doesn’t kick up a fuss about it. He just closes his eyes again. “Medicine?”

“Another hour, I’m afraid.” Alhaitham reaches toward Kaveh, then stops the motion. “Is there anything you need in the meantime?”

“Sleep,” Kaveh mumbles.

Collei feels a twinge of guilt, even though he asked her to stay with him. She slips off the bed and leaves the room, and Alhaitham is close on her heels. He closes the door behind them, and she immediately says, “I’m sorry.”

“What are you apologizing for?” Alhaitham asks.

Collei blinks. “I was… in your room,” she says. “And Kaveh wasn’t sleeping.”

“You had to have access to my room to tend to Kaveh,” Alhaitham says. “And I suspect he asked you to stay with him.” He hesitates. “He might even prefer it if you went back.”

Collei frowns. “He said he needed sleep.”

“Kaveh is often indirect about his intentions,” Alhaitham says. “He is upset with me because I did not consult him about how much time he would be taking off from work. He wanted me to leave. He does not feel that he has the authority to kick me out of my own bedroom, however, so he made an excuse that he knew I would accept.” He sighs. “It would be considerably less complicated for everyone involved if he would just be straightforward about his needs and desires, but I’m not holding my breath waiting for that.”

It takes a moment for Collei to process all of this. “You understand him very well,” she says slowly. “And… it sounds like it was hard for you.”

“Yes,” Alhaitham confirms. “It was.” He shakes his head. “However, we should return to more practical matters. Neither of us have had breakfast. We should eat something.”

“I can cook,” Collei offers.

“You may if you would like, as usual,” Alhaitham replies. “I am not particularly hungry, so don’t feel as if you need to prepare something for me. And there is very little chance that Kaveh will eat anything today.” He walks into the kitchen.

Collei follows, timid. She wonders if this is her fault. Kaveh gave up his room for her. He’s been going to extra effort, extra physical effort, to take care of her. Even last night he took her out of the house and walked places, just because she was nervous.

Master would say that Kaveh made all the choices that led to this point. And that is true, to some extent. Collei hasn’t asked for any of the things Kaveh has given her. But she’s taken them.

Alhaitham removes an orange from the fruit bowl and sets it on the counter. He takes out a paring knife and begins to cut away the peel, rather than simply removing it with his fingers. She watches him work.

Eventually, he spares a glance in her direction. “You’re not eating or preparing food,” he points out, then returns to his work.

“People usually do that with their hands,” Collei blurts out.

“I do not enjoy the way that the juices feel against my fingers,” Alhaitham replies. “I can avoid some of that by using a knife to peel and section the orange. Today is likely to be unpleasant as it is. I would rather save my energy for stressors I can’t avoid.”

“You don’t have to let Kaveh stay here,” Collei says. He doesn’t have to let her stay here, either. “You could avoid that.”

Alhaitham nods. “True,” he says. “But just as I have chosen to eat an orange despite the problem of the peel, I have chosen to house Kaveh despite the problem of… Kaveh.” He sets the last piece of orange peel aside, then cuts off a section of orange. He pokes it with the tip of the knife and offers it to Collei.

“That’s yours,” she says.

“Is that a rejection?”

Is it?

Taking things counts, too.

“You eat it,” Collei says, trying to muster up a smile.

Alhaitham eats the orange piece of the end of his knife. “You’re not entirely unlike Kaveh, in that you, too, are indirect about your needs and desires,” he says. “You did not refuse the orange because you did not want to eat it. When you are distressed, you often display a fawning response. You choose your actions based on your best prediction of what will please the people around you.”

It feels… ugly, having it spelled out like that. Worse than if he’d seen her naked. Like he’s seen an Eleazar ulcer on her skin, oozing fluids, and she hadn’t even noticed it was there because that part of her body was numb.

Alhaitham sighs. “I am not trying to shame you,” he says. “What I wish to say is… what would please me would be your honesty. Not watching you play games over a piece of fruit.”

Collei has no idea what to say.

Alhaitham cuts off another section of orange and eats it. “You’re feeling vulnerable,” he says, slowly. “Would you feel safer knowing one of my vulnerable points, in turn?”

“Why… would you tell me that?”

“Because I would like you to feel safe,” Alhaitham says. “Your distress will not improve anything for anyone.”

Collei turns this over in her head. “You’re a very kind person,” she says. “It would make me feel safer, I think.”

Alhaitham nods and turns his focus back to the orange. “I am easily distressed by strong sensory input,” he says. “Loud or persistent noise, bright lights, even unpleasant textures against my skin. It can lead me into a panic, though I’ve improved at management enough that it happens rarely.” He cuts off a slice of orange. “Yesterday, my headphones were malfunctioning, and the ambient noise of the Akademiya was… painful. I had to isolate myself somewhere quiet for a few hours to regain stability, and I was still in distress when I arrived home.” He looks at her briefly. “If you want to effectively disable me as an opponent, all you need to do is take my headphones and then scream at me for a few minutes.” He returns to eating the orange.

This… fits with what she already knew. Alhaitham is always, always wearing his headphones, and he never raises his voice. Kaveh was very insistent about quiet last night.

“Kaveh knows?” Collei asks.

“Yes,” Alhaitham replies. “It makes him feel more secure as well.”

“I don’t think he would like you telling me that,” Collei says.

Alhaitham nods. “Most likely. I’ll need to clean the paring knife, but I can cut up some fruit for you, if you like. You should eat. You’re still growing.”

“I can handle it,” Collei says. “But thank you.” She takes an orange from the basket and begins to pick away the peel. “And- if you want, I can peel your oranges for you, while I’m still here.”

“I may take you up on that,” Alhaitham says, sounding pleased.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
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7. Chapter 7


    
    One of the ugly truths that Collei knows is that sick people, people who are in pain, the ones who need help the very most—they’re often extremely unpleasant to deal with. Pain and distress are not things that make people kind, particularly in the moment. It is not their fault, but it doesn’t make it any more pleasant.

In the afternoon, Kaveh turns irritable.

“You’re fussing,” he informs Alhaitham. “Look. I can already nearly straighten it. It’s fine.” His voice is sharp and clipped.

“You are in pain and largely immobile,” Alhaitham says. “This is far beyond the point at which any reasonable person would have sought medical attention.”

“So you’re calling me unreasonable.”

Collei takes a step closer to the bed. Then another. “Kaveh,” she says. “I have your tea.” She’s seen them fight a few times since she’s been here. She can feel that energy in the air, worse than ever. She doesn’t want to see where this goes.

“Thank you, Collei,” Kaveh says without even glancing in her direction. “Alhaitham, there is something that you are not understanding. It does not matter whether you agree with my reasoning. It remains my decision.”

“So I’m supposed to just sit here and watch as you allow yourself to suffer needlessly, all on some point of pride?”

“You don’t have to stand there and stare at me,” Kaveh replies. “You can go about your day. Don’t you have some book you want to read? You always have some book you want to read. Go read it.”

“Kaveh,” Alhaitham says. “This is the height of foolishness. You are smarter than this. What could you possibly-”

Kaveh balls his hands into fists. “Collei,” he says. “Leave.”

Collei looks between Kaveh and Alhaitham. “I-”

“Leave,” Kaveh says.

Collei hurries out of the room.

Before she’s even fully closed the door, Kaveh is shouting.

“Listen to me, you lout, actually listen for once in your life! It does not matter if you understand, Alhaitham. It doesn’t matter, because you are not the one who makes decisions about my life!”

“If I truly didn’t respect your autonomy, I could carry you to Bimarstan now. You’re in no condition to stop me.”

“You don’t argue a point like this if you respect it.”

Collei trembles.

She does not want to be here.

She runs out of the house.

It’s hot and humid, without even a breeze to wick the sweat off her skin. And she is sweating. She isn’t sure she’ll ever feel truly safe around adults with raised voices, and when they shout in anger…

She’s better. She doesn’t get thrown back into her past now, unless there’s another problem layered on top of the shouting. But the old fear still trickles down the back of her neck.

She pulls her hair away and fans it lightly with her other hand. It’s a little better.

Collei understands why Alhaitham is so frustrated. She isn’t enjoying seeing Kaveh in pain and refusing to even try to do anything about it, either.

She understands Kaveh even better.

Being sick keeps so much out of your own hands. You don’t decide what your body is doing, what you’re capable of doing, what helps and what does not. That loss of control is, sometimes, the worst part, the part that dominates every other part of the experience.

People who haven’t had this experience rarely understand. Even if they know that there is no cure, they cling to the belief that there must be something that can be done to make things better. And more often than not, they think they know exactly what that thing is, and they are insistent on it, and they don’t understand why you wouldn’t just do what they want so you would be better-

And sometimes it doesn’t matter, anymore, whether that thing would help or it wouldn’t. Sometimes what matters is that there is finally, finally a decision to make, and that it will not be in anyone else’s hands. Only your own.

Alhaitham believes that he knows what would be best for Kaveh: going to Bimarstan. And if she is honest, Collei agrees.

But when Alhaitham is convinced of something, he speaks as if it is fact. Sometimes Master jokes that Alhaitham doesn’t believe in the concept of opinions. Sometimes that doesn’t feel like a joke.

Collei isn’t sure she could her reasoning to words. But if she was in Kaveh’s position right now, she would feel like the only way she would be making a choice would be to stay put and do nothing. It wouldn’t feel like she was making a decision for herself if she did what Alhaitham wanted, no matter how sensible it was.

But that means there’s no possibility of compromise, and the two of them will just argue forever.

If she was brave, she would have thrown Alhaitham out of that room and sat down with Kaveh and asked him what he thought would help him. She would have let him think through it by himself, maybe asking questions but not trying to force his hand. And there would be something, even if it was just everyone leaving him alone to let him breathe in the quiet for awhile.

But Collei is not brave.

Is there anything she can do?

Kaveh does not want to go to Bimarstan, and he has made that very clear. He hasn’t said that he doesn’t want medicine. She doesn’t know enough about medicine to know what to buy. But if she was able to describe what was happening well enough, maybe she could get the doctor to recommend something to her. There would be no need for Kaveh to go anywhere or have people look at him.

Maybe.

She might be overstepping. It might be more than Kaveh wants. But he would have the choice of whether to take the medicine or not when she brings it.

It’s not a long walk from Alhaitham and Kaveh’s house to Bimarstan. Collei tries to make herself vanish into the crowd. She always feels like people are looking at her. Cyno once told her that most of the time, people are too worried about who’s looking at them to really look at other people.

(And then Master said, “Except Cyno. He’s always looking at everyone else.” And Cyno laughed but he didn’t deny it.)

Even though she’s just one among dozens of people on this stretch of road, Collei feels like she stands out. She’s different from them. Can they sense it? When she’s agitated like this, she can sometimes feel the god’s remains thrashing under the seal. She’s never had the courage to ask if others can feel it, too.

She wishes she could disappear into the forest. With all its energies flowing, even the god’s remains are just background noise.

But that wouldn’t help her get medicine from Bimarstan, she supposes.

Collei straightens her shoulders and takes a moment to calm herself, then walks the path down to the building itself.

One of the things that Cyno taught her is that if you act as if you’re certain, people are far more likely to go along with what you ask. So she pretends: she’s sure that this will help Kaveh, and she’s sure that the doctors will help her. She pretends she has no doubt at all.

She approaches someone who doesn’t look particularly busy and smiles. “I was hoping I could get your advice,” she says.

The doctor, some Amurta graduate, turns to her and smiles back. “Certainly. What can I help you with?”

“I’m staying with someone with recurrent encephalomyelitis,” Collei says. “His leg seized up this morning, so it’s hard for him to walk right now-”

“-but he’s in quite a bit of pain?”

Collei nods.

“Do you know any other medicines he’s taking?” the doctor asks.

“I don’t,” Collei admits.

“Then, hmm… let me check…” The doctor walks over to a tall table with a thick book placed on top of it. They flip through the pages, trailing their finger down the page. “Yes, yes, that should do it.” They pick up a sheet of paper and write down a few things. “This should be safe, unless they’re taking one of these…” They write down the names of a few herbs. “Otherwise, it should be fine, though of course if something looks wrong then they need to make their way here even if it’s difficult.” They write down a dosage. “Go over to the intern at the counter and get them to give you this.”

Five minutes later, Collei has a sachet of herbs in one hand and a set of instructions in the other, and the certainty she was faking is much more real.

–

The house is entirely silent when Collei gets back, though a glance at the shoes next to the door indicates that Alhaitham and Kaveh are both here. She toes off her own shoes and looks around.

Alhaitham is sitting on the divan with a book on his lap. He glances up at Collei and the items she’s carrying—a sachet, a piece of paper—and sits up a little straighter.

She smiles at him in a way that she hopes is reassuring and heads toward his bedroom.

Kaveh is sitting up against the headboard, glistening with sweat, arms crossed. His eyes go wide when Collei walks inside.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I was… quite curt with you, wasn’t I?”

“I understand,” Collei says. She hands him the sachet and the instructions. “I went to Bimarstan.” She hears Alhaitham walk down the hallway and stop short prior to coming into the room. “I told them that someone with your condition was having problems. We talked a little and they gave me a muscle relaxant for you to try, if you want. Do you want to try?”

Kaveh reads through the note, eyes darting back and forth, then slowly drags his gaze up to her. “Collei,” he says faintly. “I… Yes. If- if you could brew a dose for me, that would be…” He swallows visibly. “You’re a good girl, Collei. And a clever one.”

Collei smiles, feeling as if a weight has evaporated from her shoulders. “I’ll get it done,” she says, and takes everything back to prepare it.

Alhaitham intercepts her in the hall. “Collei,” he says, voice barely a murmur. “Thank you.” A pause. “May I hug you?”

“Not too tight.”

He wraps an arm around her shoulders. “Thank you,” he says, again. He squeezes her, but quite lightly, and then pulls away.

Collei heads to the kitchen. She lights the stove, and Alhaitham hands her the kettle.

“You should talk to him,” Collei says, filling the kettle with water. “Not now, probably not today. When neither of you are angry and when he’s feeling a little better.”

“I’ve tried to talk to him,” Alhaitham says. “He refuses to take my advice on anything. I suspect it’s a matter of principle of some kind.”

“You’d be taking his advice,” Collei says, setting the kettle on the stove. “You should ask him how he wants you to help him when these things happen, and then do that instead of having an argument about the way that you think he should want to be helped.”

Alhaitham hums. “May I see the instruction sheet?”

Collei hands it over.

He reads over it very quickly. “Whatever you choose to do with your life, you’re going to be very good at it.” He hands the paper back to her and heads out of the room.

Collei feels… good. She feels really, truly good. Like she’s solved a puzzle. Like she’s made a crying child laugh. She feels good.

Not long after, she carries a mug of medicinal tea to Kaveh. He drinks it quickly and sighs. “Thank you,” he says. “I- I imagine you understood for reasons that were… painful to you. But I’m grateful that you understood.” He sighs again. “I… Could you help me lay back down? I’m… I’m tired.”

Collei sets the mug on his nightstand, then settles an arm against his back to slow his movements while easing him onto his back.

“You’re kind,” Kaveh says. “You truly are, Collei.”

Buoyed on the joy of success, she’s able to accept that, at least for the moment. “Thank you,” she says, smiling. “I hope it helps.”

  



8. Chapter 8

Notes for the Chapter:content warnings at beginning of end notes, but everything is pretty mild




    
    It happens a few days later, when Kaveh is stiff and fatigued but going about his business again. Collei is making goat curry for dinner, adding just enough spice to give the dish a pleasant warmth but not enough that Kaveh’s sensitive mouth will burn.

When Alhaitham comes home, Cyno comes with him.

Cyno’s expression is familiar. It’s the one he wore when he sealed the god’s remains inside her. It’s the one that means that he is not happy that he is about to hurt her very badly, but will not let that stop him from doing it.

Collei turns off the stove, even though the curry isn’t finished. “Cyno?” she asks.

“The perpetrator of the attack in Gandharva Ville was taken into custody today,” he says. He takes a deep breath. “She is—was—one of the Matra. Her younger brother died at the Eleazar hospital at Dar al-Shifa. She found evidence that the Sages funded some of the- experiments Dottore conducted there.”

“The Sages… paid for it,” Collei says, words slowly dripping from her mouth.

“Yes,” Cyno says. “Yes, they did. And at other hospitals, too.”

Collei always thought- she thought no one outside knew. That’s what all of them thought. That’s what Basir told her, over and over, before he died: that one day, one of them would get word to the outside world, and someone would come for them. Anyone who heard of this would come and save them.

No one ever came.

And it wasn’t because no one knew. People knew all along. Powerful people who could have stopped it in an instant.

And they had paid for it. They-

Collei stumbles to the trash bin and throws up.

They all knew no one would ever really come for them. They knew, but she’d always thought, somewhere at the back of her mind, that maybe one day someone would find out, and-

“-what-”

“-not my story to tell-”


  “Collei?”


“Stay away from me,” Collei chokes out, and staggers to the bedroom.

They paid for it. They paid for it, they wanted…

She collapses onto the bed and sobs.

–

Once upon a time, deep in the desert, there was a little girl. She was not blessed with a clever tongue, like the best children of Sumeru, or even a fair face or strong arms. She was born sick and the only thing she could do better than other children her age was cry.

But despite that, her parents loved her very much. They loved her with everything they had. They loved her through her tears and her fevers and every other trouble a child could bring on their parents.

It’s important to remember that. She was loved. If she had not been so loved, she would have died.

Her parents loved her so much that when the sickness got worse, when she could not sleep because of the pain, they sold all that they dared. They traveled to a village far away, where there was a famous seer.

The seer said that he could cure the little girl. And because her parents loved her so, so deeply, because her life was more precious to them than anything else, they gave her over to the seer along with every coin they could find.

Because they loved her so much, because they wanted her to live more than anything, they gave her to the seer, and the seer gave her to the hospital.

In the hospital, the little girl is able to eat her fill at every meal. She is taught exercises to help keep her body moving. She gets a warm bath every day, whether she feels dirty or not, because it’s important for the health to keep clean.

In the hospital, the scholars give the little girl bitter tea to drink and inject strange liquids into her muscles. They won’t let her parents see her. They cut her hair short and they siphon away her blood. Her fingernails turn brittle and fall off. She is cold and tired and everything always hurts.

In the hospital, the scholars turn the little girl into a monster.

The thing about monsters is that they cannot be tamed. They cannot be controlled. Not even by the monster itself.

Because her parents loved her so much, a little girl became a monster.

Because a little girl became a monster, the hospital burned to ash.

–

Collei can hear them talking on the other side of the door. They might as well be in some other world.

Of course someone outside knew. Of course they did. The few coins that a desert family could scrounge together would barely pay for a week’s worth of food. The money had to come from somewhere. The medicines and the god’s remains had to come from somewhere.

There could have been dozens of people that knew what was happening to her, and no one stopped it, until she did.

She was ten when she burned down the hospital. Mahavir is ten. He looks so small to her. He’s just a kid. He likes eating sweets and making friendship bracelets and running as fast as he can. He thinks he’s impressive when he skips a stone all the way across the river or climbs on top of a rock. He’s just a kid.

She was just a kid.

She should not have had to stop them. Someone should have come for her.

Betrayal flares up in Collei’s chest, burning anger and misery and hurt that she thought Cyno had sealed away with the god’s remains.

She curls up on her side, hugging her knees to her chest. Fresh tears trickle out of her eyes, but she doesn’t have it in her to wipe them away.

Who knew?

Master had already dropped his affiliation with the Akademiya. Kaveh graduated and left the Akademiya.

Cyno could have known. He would have been a Matra by the time her parents brought her to the hospital. But he would not permit this. He allowed his mentor to die for violating the Akademiya’s six sins. He would have done everything in his power to end it if he knew.

Alhaitham could have known. He was Scribe of the Akademiya for years. He worked right under the Sages.

Did he know? Would he have stopped it if he did?

He helped in the effort to save Lesser Lord Kusanali. He didn’t universally align with the Sages. Sometimes he went against what they said.

Would he go against this? It would tell him something he didn’t know before. But he’s not…

He wouldn’t let it happen, would he?

Collei reaches for the nightstand blindly and grabs Baron Bunny, pulling him to her. It doesn’t matter. She’s free and the hospital is ash and the god’s remains are sealed away tight, and she has her Vision and she knows how to use a bow, and she has people who would fight for her now. She’s safe, so it doesn’t matter anymore.

But it does matter. Gandharva Ville is a mess, because-

Because someone made sure.

The Sages deserved it, for choosing this. (Collei would have deserved it, for what came after the hospital.)

The animals and the other people living in Gandharva Ville didn’t deserve it.

The Sages-

Collei hurts.

They’re still talking somewhere outside the room, though her ears are ringing now, and she can’t even distinguish the voices, much less the words. Alhaitham and Kaveh are smart. They’ve probably figured some of it out. Hopefully, Cyno isn’t telling them the worst parts. But even if he was and she knew it for certain, she wouldn’t stop him. She couldn’t.

There’s a soft knock on the door. “Collei?” She isn’t even sure who’s speaking to her.

“Go away,” she mumbles. They probably can’t hear her. She doesn’t care.

“Collei.” Stern. Probably Cyno, then. “Collei. I’m coming inside.”

Collei doesn’t answer.

It seems that her silence has been taken as permission. The door opens. Cyno walks inside and closes it behind him. “I’m sorry,” he says.

Collei shakes her head.

Cyno sits on the floor next to the bed and leans against it. Far enough away not to touch. Close enough for her to sense his presence, even with her eyes closed, so she closes them.

“I didn’t know about the experiments until Lisa found you,” Cyno says. “I didn’t know the Sages knew anything more than my reports.”

“I know,” Collei whispers. “I know.”

“I would have gone through fire and blood to get you out.”

“To get everyone out.”

“Yes,” Cyno says. “And you.”

Collei sighs. She edges one hand closer to Cyno’s head, but still doesn’t touch. “They didn’t know?”

“They didn’t,” Cyno says. “I’m certain of it. I would not let you stay here a moment longer if I thought there was so much as a chance. I would take them into custody immediately if I thought they knew.”

“Okay,” Collei whispers.

“Will you come eat dinner?” Cyno asks. “Kaveh is finishing up the curry you started.”

“I’m not hungry,” Collei mumbles. “I’m tired.”

“All right,” Cyno says. He sounds disappointed. She doesn’t like to disappoint him. He’s soft deep down, and he has to pretend that he’s not all the time.

He likes having something he can do. She’ll give him something to do.

“Water?” she asks.

“I’ll bring you some water,” Cyno says. “I’ll be right back.”

Collei lays still, not opening her eyes. She hears him leave, closing the door behind him. She hears voices out in the hall again. They’re probably worried. She should care that they’re worried. But it’s as if she ran out of feelings when she decided to ask for water. She feels entirely empty.

Cyno returns after a few moments more. “I’m putting this on the nightstand,” he says. “Do you want help getting up?”

She shakes her head.

“Do you want me to leave?”

She nods.

“That’s all right,” Cyno says. “Take it easy.” He slips out of the room again.

Collei doesn’t move to take the water. She presses her face into Baron Bunny’s fur. It’s soft. It feels safe, in a way that she can’t explain, in a way that she knows full well isn’t real.

Oh. She’s crying again. Baron Bunny’s fur is getting wet.

She doesn’t move.

–

Later, some amount of time that Collei doesn’t register, there’s another knock on the door.

“Collei. I have something for you.” Kaveh.

Curiosity slowly filters through her sticky, thick thoughts. “Mm?”

Kaveh walks into the room, steps not quite even. “You’ll have to open your eyes, Collei.”

Collei opens her eyes and moves Baron Bunny away from her face.

Kaveh has a basket hanging off one arm. It’s full of… ceramic roof tiles. Staring at them does not give her a single hint as to their purpose.

“…why…?”

Kaveh smiles just slightly. “Come with me.” He holds his hand out, and for a moment, Collei thinks that he’s going to try to pull her up—but there’s a scarf in it, and the fabric falls down close to her hand, instead. “Here.”

So he can help her up without touching her.

Even Master hadn’t thought up something like that.

Collei nods, and pulls herself up to sit, and then to her feet, with her hand on the scarf. She sets Baron Bunny down on the bed, too out of it to really be embarrassed about being caught hugging a stuffed animal.

Kaveh leads her through the house. Alhaitham is in the kitchen, if the sink running is any indication, though he doesn’t come out to talk to her. They go out through the back door into the courtyard in the back. It’s tiny and mostly devoid of decoration, just a few chairs and an end table surrounded by a fence.

Collei realizes she’s still holding onto the scarf and slowly lets go.

Kaveh hands her a roof tile, instead. “Throw it,” he says.

Collei blinks. “What?”

“Throw it,” Kaveh says. He takes one from the basket himself and flings it at the fence. It shatters into dozens of tiny pieces.

The noise, somehow, does not make Collei flinch.

“Don’t they break in such a satisfying way?” Kaveh asks, smiling.

Collei looks from him to the broken tile, to the whole tile in her hand. She adjusts her grip, slowly, considering. And then she tosses it forward. It, too, immediately fractures.

Something eases in her.

She picks up another tile. This time, she uses a little more force.

Yes. Yes, that’s good. That feels good.

She grabs another quickly and chucks it forward as hard as she can. This time, the sound is sharp enough to send something rippling through her. But that something is… strange. Not quite unpleasant.

And then she’s throwing another tile, and another tile, and another. It feels like she’s screaming every time she hears one fracture. She might actually scream, a few times. She might. And then-

It must be minutes later when she reaches the end of the basket and the world comes back into focus.

She’s gasping for breath. The far side of the courtyard is almost blanketed in shards of ceramic, and they’re scattered over much of the rest of the area, too. She’s probably lucky nothing bounced off the fence into her eye. She’s probably going to regret doing this without a brace on.

“I’m-”

“Felt good, didn’t it?” Kaveh interrupts.

“It- it did,” Collei replies, entirely bewildered by this fact. “Did you… need those?”

“We keep them specifically for this purpose,” Kaveh says. “Come inside. Drink something.” He opens the back door for her. She heads inside, in an entirely different daze than the one she had left the house experiencing.

On the table, there’s a tall glass of something faintly green, with more green on top—sekanjabin, with its shredded cucumber. There are a few clean leaves of lettuce next to it. She looks up at Kaveh.

“Yes, that’s for you,” Kaveh says. “Drink.”

Collei sits down at the table and takes a sip. The sweet-sour-cold of the drink is a pleasant shock through her entire body. She lifts a lettuce leaf with her other hand and nibbles at it. She feels present. She feels alive. Her shoulder hurts, and her wrist hurts, but her emotions aren’t a deep, unyielding ache.

“Did… did Cyno tell you anything?” Collei asks.

“He told us to be gentle with you,” Alhaitham says. She looks up and realizes he’s sitting on the divan, a book in his lap. He’s not looking at her, but she can feel his attention now that she’s getting to know him better.

“Just like he told us before you came to stay,” Kaveh adds.

Collei looks down into her drink. “Just that?”

“Just that,” Alhaitham replies.

“I’m okay,” she says.

“We know,” Kaveh says. “Drink.”

Collei sighs, more in relief than frustration, and drinks.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          cw: mention of vomiting (no detail), dissociation, Collei’s backstory……..

In the manga, Collei burned down the hospital where Dottore was experimenting on her. Dar al-Shifa is clearly still standing. Therefore: Dottore did experiments with god’s remains/archon residue at more than one location. Presumably he would get driven out of one and then just get transferred to the next. It is possible that the money involved was solely Fatui. But I bet it wasn’t.

        




9. Chapter 9



Late into the night, Collei wakes to the sensation of all four limbs prickling with pins and needles.

Paresthesia. She’d almost rather deal with pain.

Before the Eleazar vanished, this happened all the time. She would have a panic attack or a moment of deep grief, and the next day her body would tingle or prickle or burn. Master told her there is no true separation between mind and body, that each influenced the other, that emotion releases signals that the body interprets as best it can. (“Though sometimes the body interprets those signals in a way that isn’t ideal.”)

She should probably be grateful that she’s not sure of the last time she experienced this, rather than it being a week or so ago and fresh in her memory, but it’s hard to be grateful for anything in the face of… this.

Collei will not be able to sleep until this episode is over, whether that means normalcy, pain, or numbness. She’s tried, but her episodes of paresthesia are simply too inconsistent to allow her to rest. She sighs.

Her sense of touch is weakened but not entirely blocked by the phantom sensations, and she can move, though she’s clumsy and awkward with the usual feedback from motion polluted by complete nonsense. She’ll get up and walk around the room. At least that would be something in addition to all of this buzzing. Not really comfortable, but something.

She uses the bedpost to pull herself up to a sit, awkward and clumsy because she can’t really judge the strength of her grip. Then she slides off the bed onto her feet.

It feels a little like she’s floating, like she’s not quite touching the ground even though she can look down and see that she’s standing on the floor just like usual. It slowly filters through that the floor is cold.

Still holding on to the bedpost, she slowly shifts her weight from foot to foot, back and forth, swaying. Then she rocks back and forward, testing how the positions feel right now.

She lets go of the bed and immediately topples backwards, knocking the chair over with an arm on the way down.

“Ow,” she mutters, more from the noise than anything she felt. She fumbles for purchase on the floor, struggling to tell how well she’s going to be able to push herself up.

There are footsteps in the hall. “Collei?” Alhaitham asks, voice rough with sleep. “Are you all right?”

“I’m okay,” Collei says. “Just- I’m okay.”

“Do you need help?”

Does she? “I… don’t know?”

“May I come in?” Alhaitham asks.

“Okay,” Collei says. She shoves at the floor, trying to get herself up to a seated position, at least. Embarrassment crawls up her back. She really should be able to do something simple like get off the floor.

Alhaitham opens the door and looks down at her. In the dark, it’s impossible to make out his expression, but it’s not as if his face is all that expressive at the best of times. She has no idea what he’s thinking.

“Are you injured?” Alhaitham asks.

“Probably not,” Collei says. “Not badly.” She lifts her arm cautiously, watching each of its motions. It’s not bleeding or broken. It’s going to bruise enthusiastically, though, she imagines.

“You’re moving strangely,” Alhaitham says, crouching down. “Can you sit?”

“I have- less feeling than usual in my limbs,” Collei says. “I just… I don’t know. I sat up on the bed.”

“We should-” Alhaitham stops. “What do you need, Collei?”

Kaveh appears, rubbing at his eyes, before Collei has even thought of her answer. “What happened?”

“Paresthesia,” Collei says. “Tried to walk. It… didn’t really work out.” She manages to prop herself up against the bed. “I’m- I’m fine.” Kaveh has already pushed himself too far for her.

“It is… not ideal for you to sit on the floor for the rest of the night,” Alhaitham says. “I imagine it will be difficult to sleep, for one.”

“I probably wouldn’t sleep anyway,” Collei mumbles. “It’s… uncomfortable. It’s- it’s fine. I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine,” Alhaitham says. “You just told us you’re not.”

“Alhaitham,” Kaveh says in a warning tone. He turns his focus to Collei. “Though I will admit I’m not fond of the idea of leaving you on bare floor all night, either.”

Alhaitham looks down at his hands. “Collei,” he says. “Are you uncertain of what you want, or simply hesitant to speak of it?”

“I don’t know,” Collei says. “I don’t- the floor isn’t good, but I don’t know if- if someone touches me- but my grip is-”

“We can set some cushions on the floor,” Kaveh suggests. “And pull down the blanket. How does that sound?”

“I…” She’s not sure.

“It is no trouble,” Alhaitham says. “Is there a medicine you should take in this situation?”

Not until it starts to hurt. Well, not unless, but Collei is not optimistic. “Not now,” she says. “I… I want to get back into bed. But I might…”

“Let’s start with something simpler,” Alhaitham says. He lays his hand on the floor in front of her. “You touch first, and we’ll see how that goes.”

It’s less likely to end in disaster if Collei is in control, certainly. She reaches forward and brushes her fingers against his palm. It feels almost like she’s not even touching anything at all, even though she can see that she is. It leaves a sick feeling down in the pit of her stomach, but it’s tolerable. She can probably handle this. She presses down with caution until it feels like something. It feels worse, but still tolerable. Alhaitham remains completely still through the entire process.

“I think- if no one surprises me,” Collei says. “And it’s quick.”

Kaveh glances at Alhaitham. “This is poor balance and not muscle weakness?”

Collei nods.

“All right,” Kaveh says. “I’ll pull you up with one hand, and the other will keep you steady at your back. Are you ready?”

No.

“Yes,” Collei says.

Kaveh’s grip on her hand is fine. She can see it, and despite being able to see that the grip is secure, it feels relatively light.

The pressure against her back makes her gasp.

“Did that hurt?” Kaveh asks.

“It’s- it’s fine,” Collei babbles. It’s overwhelming. It is so much more than her hand is feeling. She feels her vision blur, and the light in the room somehow grows brighter. “Just-”

And then she’s sitting on the bed, blinking, and nothing is touching her anymore.

“Sorry about that,” Kaveh says.

“You should not have lied, Collei,” Alhaitham says.

Collei looks at him, almost lost. She hadn’t even thought of it in terms of truth and falsehood. “Had- to be done-” she chokes out, and leans back onto the bed to lay down again.

“You did not have to lie, and we could have thought of a way to move you that did not distress you so deeply if we had known it would be necessary,” Alhaitham informs her.

“Stop lecturing her,” Kaveh says.

“How else will she learn?”

“Do you really think talking at her is going to help right now?”

“I’m right here,” Collei mumbles. “I’m fine. Sorry. Please don’t- please don’t start fighting.” She tries to steady her breathing. She thinks she’s shaking. “I’m- I’m okay. I’m sorry. Just…” She can’t find the words to keep going.

Alhaitham sighs. “If you really must apologize-”


“Alhaitham, if you-”


“-then you can do so by telling us what will actually help you right now.”

“Oh,” Kaveh says.

Collei’s lips form the same word without sound. Oh. That… was something Alhaitham said, wasn’t it? Something about being direct about what she needs. But she’s on the bed—well, mostly, and she corrects that now that she remembers her legs are hanging off the edge. She doesn’t really need anything else. Not now.

So she says that. “I don’t need anything else right now.”

“Do you want anything else?” Kaveh asks.

“Sleep,” Collei says. “But I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

“I have sleep medication, if you would like to try some,” Alhaitham says. “Assuming it’s safe with anything else you might be taking.”

“And you went after me for-”

Collei interrupts before they can get started again. “Please?”

“I would not offer if I would not be willing,” Alhaitham says.

Half an hour later, Collei is half-asleep, floating away as everything goes numb.

–

It does not stay numb. Collei’s body wakes her again, hours later, this time to burning all over her body. It recedes in one limb only to ignite in another. Her eyes float in the simmering heat of her skull. She hasn’t had a day like this since she had active Eleazar.

And when she had a day like this back when she had active Eleazar, she would still go about her day. Because she never knew when the last day that she would have that capacity at all would arrive. Because if she stayed in bed whenever it hurt badly, she would never do anything else.

She has the luxury of knowing this will get better. She might feel grateful about it then.

Collei takes a few deep breaths. She can rest today, but she does need to get up and take her medicine. She should probably eat something. Then she can lay down again.

It hurts to move, but not much more than it hurts to stay still, and she can still feel basic sensation in addition to the pain. She rolls onto her side. Adjusts for a moment. Pushes herself up. A few deep breaths. She slides onto her feet. She’s balanced. She just hurts.

She just really, really hurts.

She considers changing out of her pajamas, but not for any longer than it takes for the thought to run through her head. It’s not worth it. She picks up two jars of herbal medicine and leaves the bedroom just as she is.

No one is on the divan. Either Alhaitham and Kaveh still haven’t switched back their sleeping arrangements, or Collei has woken much later than she usually does. She supposes that she’ll find out. Someone’s in the kitchen, running water.

It’s Alhaitham in the kitchen, she discovers, filling the kettle. He frowns at her. “You look ill.”

“Bad pain day,” Collei mumbles.

“You’re flushed.”

“Inflammation,” Collei says. “Probably not an infection.”

Alhaitham looks down at the kettle and turns off the water. “Please sit,” he says.

“I need to make my medicine,” Collei tells him.

“The kettle will take some time to come to a boil,” Alhaitham says. “And if necessary, I can brew a cup of tea according to instructions. Sit.”

Collei sighs and leaves the kitchen to sit at the table. She sets down her medicine jars and rests her head against it. She feels so heavy. She hurts. She used to be so much better at dealing with this. She’s sure she should be grateful.

“Collei,” Alhaitham says. “Collei.” Close by, in the room with her now.

She doesn’t look up. “Mm?”

“How much of these herbs for a dose of your medicine?”

This question should be alarming, but for some reason, it isn’t.

“Three grams with the blue lid,” Collei says. “Two with the green lid. Don’t mix them together.”

“All right.”

Collei finally lifts her head. “I can do it.”

“You don’t have to,” Alhaitham says.

She can’t really come up with an argument against that.

“Is there anything you can’t eat alongside your medicine?” he asks.

“Nothing too acidic.” She blinks a few times. “I’m not really hungry.”

Alhaitham doesn’t even respond to that, just picks up the jars. It sends a little prickle of tension down Collei’s neck, but it barely registers before he’s gone back into the kitchen. She lets her head rest against the table again, and listens as he does whatever he’s doing: footsteps, a knife against a cutting board, dishes set on the counter, the whistle of the kettle for the barest instant before it’s removed from the stove…

More footsteps, uneven, from the opposite direction. Kaveh.

“You look like you’re not doing so hot.”

“Bad pain day.”

“Out of ten?”

“Six.”

Kaveh goes into the kitchen and talks to Alhaitham, voices very low. Collei knows they’re talking about her, but can’t quite work up enough concern to find out exactly what they’re saying. If they know something awful about her, they found it out yesterday.

A few minutes later, she hears something get placed on the table. She lifts her head again. A tray with four steaming mugs. A plate with zaytun peaches and dates cut into bite-sized pieces and bread broken into chunks. Alhaitham distributes the mugs, with two for Collei—her medicine.

Collei takes one mug and takes a careful sip. It tastes terrible, but often trying to drink it too quickly will upset her stomach.

She looks at Alhaitham. “Don’t you need to go to work?”

“He’s fussing,” Kaveh says as he enters the room, sounding considerably more enthusiastic about it than when the attention was on him. “And pretty intensely, too. He doesn’t cut up fruit for me on bad days.” He sets a jar of moraba-ye haveej down on the table, then takes a chunk of bread and begins to slather it with jam.

“I tried once,” Alhaitham says, entirely deadpan. “You wouldn’t eat it.” He eats a small cube of zaytun peach.

“It’s not my fault that I wasn’t hungry,” Kaveh grumbles.

Collei drinks more of her medicine and feels herself smile a little. She decides not to point out that going out every morning for fresh bread is a much higher level of pampering.

“Collei,” Alhaitham says. “While I was informing the Akademiya that I would not be coming in to work today, I heard news of Gandharva Ville. You should be able to return by this time next week.”

Not so long. And then she can go home.

She’ll see Master.

He’s barely written. Just a few words with that package.

What will he say to her the next time they speak?

“Tighnari’s going to be so proud of you,” Kaveh says, as if reading her thoughts. “You’ve done so well since arriving here.”

Has she really? She’s just… been here.

Collei takes another drink from her mug. Her stomach is squirming, though she knows it’s anxiety, not the medication.

In the end, the pain provides a good excuse to escape. She finishes both cups of medicinal tea, with an interlude between them to eat a few bites of zaytun peach, and then goes back to lay down.

She wants to go home. She does not want to go home. She very much wants to go home.

Letting her thoughts spin in circles is better than focusing on the pain. She lets herself drift in the anxiety until finally, finally, the medicine starts working.


Notes for the Chapter:
Collei decided she needed to have a bad time before proceeding with the plot and who am I to stop her I guess
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my sleep schedule is wrecked and I had a sensory overload incident that may have been related to my new medication but hey my cat’s been real cute and there were a pair of woodpeckers feeding each other from the suet dough at the feeder station yesterday.






10. Chapter 10



The afternoon is not good, but better. The pain recedes back to something more manageable, something that Collei can’t truly ignore, but can set to the side, at least. She knows it will get worse very quickly if she pushes herself, but she drifts out of the bedroom. She considers bringing Baron Bunny with her, but while she’s sure that Kaveh and Alhaitham wouldn’t say a word about it, she thinks she’d still be embarrassed.

Kaveh is sitting cross-legged on the floor with Mehrak next to him. Mehrak is projecting a series of numbers that almost certainly mean something to Kaveh but don’t explain anything to Collei.

“A little better?” Kaveh asks, trailing a finger against the cliffside.

“Yes,” Collei says. She sits on the divan, then eases herself onto her back. “Are you working?”

“Nothing I’m getting paid for,” Kaveh replies. “Can I help you with something?”

Collei shakes her head. “What are you working on?”

“Mehrak has the capacity to detect elemental energies, but it doesn’t have any parameters for using that information,” Kaveh explains. “I would like it to be able to locate powerful sources of elemental energy, or to alert me if there is a sudden change.”

“You can do that with your Vision and elemental sight,” Collei says, slowly turning onto her side.

“In theory, Mehrak could be far faster than a human,” Kaveh replies. “And it wouldn’t require me to expend my own energy.”

Collei nods. She watches the numbers shift. “It sounds like a Spantamad… thing.”

“The division between the Darshans is more about philosophical approach than subject matter,” Kaveh replies. “Elemental energy can be applied to any realm of knowledge in one way or another. Animals and plants are adapted to particular compositions of elements—Amurta. The Shogun’s power over Electro is what allowed her to close Inazuma’s borders—Vahumana. The sounds that a human mouth can make are affected by the way that Anemo glides over the vocal chords—Haravatat.”

“That last one was a weak example,” Alhaitham says from somewhere behind them. Collei tries not to startle.

“My point is that nothing falls strictly within the purview of a single Darshan,” Kaveh says. “Despite the climate of inter-Darshan competitiveness, the real world is nothing so simple.”

“But you can’t be a doctor if you graduate from the Rtawahist Darshan,” Collei says.

“The licensure process is operated through Amurta, yes,” Alhaitham says. “But while it has been quite some time since anyone but Amurta students applied for a license, an Amurta education is not a strict requirement. An Akademiya education is not a strict requirement.”

It’s interesting, but it’s not what Collei wants to know. She wants to know how much of what’s going on within each Darshan would be known by its other members. By other members of the Akademiya. By the Sages. She wants to know who should have known, she wants to know-

She doesn’t ask, because she doesn’t know what happens when she knows.

Something must show on her face, because Kaveh redirects the conversation. “I think Spantamad classes are the most applicable cross-Darshan,” he says. “Tighnari took quite a few once he settled on becoming a Forest Ranger. That’s where he met Cyno, I believe.”

Collei can, if she tries, imagine Master as a student. A little shorter, maybe, with fluffier fur because he’d spend more time indoors. He wouldn’t have been able to wear the traditional scholar’s cap, but she thinks he would have appreciated that. Cyno, on the other hand… she can’t think of what he would have been like. She knows that he must have changed over the course of his life. Everyone does. But she can’t picture him as anything but what he is now. “What was Cyno like?” she asks.

“I didn’t know him yet,” Kaveh admits. “I only met him after he became a matra.” He laughs. “I remember being baffled that the ‘dear friend’ Tighnari was obsessing over was a big, tough matra.” (Collei smiles to herself. Master has probably never been obsessed with anything the way Kaveh and Alhaitham are obsessed with each other.) “But an hour later, I understood. Cyno’s sweet when you get to know him. Even the terrible jokes add to his charm.”

“They’re not terrible,” Alhaitham interjects. “He has a good sense of comedic timing.”

“I’ve never seen you laugh at a single one,” Kaveh protests.

Collei lets her eyes close, sinking further into the divan.

“How often do I laugh openly at anything?”

“Cyno gets his puns from a joke book. A joke book, Alhaitham.”

“Why should I care? He doesn’t claim authorship, and he tells them well.”

“You call that deadpan delivery ‘well?’”

She drifts for awhile.

Eventually, she hears her name, and slips back toward herself.

“-asleep. Perhaps we should leave and let her rest.” Alhaitham.

“If our voices haven’t woken her yet, they’re not going to, but moving around might.”

“Fair point.” A moment of quiet. “You’re good with her.”

“My work is largely a matter of trying to understand what people need,” Kaveh says dismissively.

“You can sympathize with her,” Alhaitham continues.

“In some ways,” Kaveh says, and now he sounds very wary. “Not everything.”

“Yes,” Alhaitham says. “But there are experiences the two of you share, and that I do not.”

“That’s not the only reason that I get along well with her.”

“Of course it isn’t,” Alhaitham says. “You can get along with almost anyone.” He sighs. “I am not attempting to highlight your expertise. I am attempting to highlight my ignorance, Kaveh.”

Collei almost opens her eyes in surprise. She manages to keep them closed. It would be bad to disrupt this.

Kaveh is clearly surprised, too. “…I know you’ve done your research,” he says, almost timidly, after a few moments of silence.

“You have never been of the opinion that book learning can substitute for hands-on experience,” Alhaitham says. “And we can clearly see the differences in outcome here. When you are unwell, a teenager who has known you only as an acquaintance for a bare few years is far better at helping you than I am, despite the fact that we have lived together for quite some time and been… something to each other for considerably longer than that.”

It’s silent for awhile.

“It comes and goes,” Kaveh says, quietly. “But I’m never quite well, you know. Not anymore.”

“I know,” Alhaitham says just as softly. “It frightens me, sometimes.”

“Oh,” Kaveh says, and lets out a fond little laugh that somehow sounds like love, a noise that Collei is extremely aware that is not meant for her ears. “You. Yes. You’re terrible, Alhaitham.” Another gentle laugh. “I can’t believe you. All right, but if we’re really going to have this conversation, I suppose we will need to leave or we’ll wake her.”

“I suggested that we-”

“Yes, you did. You can be smug about it in your bedroom. Come on.”

Collei listens to them get up and leave, two pairs of footsteps and a closed door, and then lets herself grin so widely her face hurts. Good for them.

(Hours later, at dinner, when Collei is picking at a bowl of minty bean soup with a familiar hint of zaytun peach, Kaveh asks, “Did we wake you earlier with all that?”

“All what?” Collei asks without looking up from the bowl. “Did something happen?”

“No,” Kaveh says.

Alhaitham says, “Yes,” at the same moment.

She giggles and lets them believe it’s because of their bickering.)

–

With this time away from home finally coming to an end, Collei has a few loose ends to wrap up. She needs to bring back all these clothes for Nilou. And she’d like to thank her, somehow.

Kaveh mentions in passing that Nilou is fond of sweets, and Collei has the feeling that Nilou likes things that she can easily share with others. So Collei decides to make ranginak. It tastes good and looks pretty, and the most labor-intensive part, pitting the dates and adding walnuts, can be done sitting—which will be important, because her energy is still quite low after the most recent episode.

Three days before returning to Gandharva Ville is, honestly, a little early to be returning all the clothes. But this was the one time before leaving that Nilou’s schedule was clear, so Collei will just have to cope with the clothes she was wearing when she arrived in Sumeru for a few days. They’re clean, and anything is better than the months she spent in the wilderness wearing the charred, tattered remains of a shapeless hospital gown.

So she puts the clothes into a backpack, maybe taking a moment to run her fingers over the purple sari. She packs the ranginak into a box. And she carries all of it to Nilou’s little apartment.

The bustle of the city is not so overpowering this time. Collei is familiar enough with the way that things sound and feel that she knows what she can disregard, and she knows the rhythms of traffic well enough that she doesn’t need to be fully alert to avoid strangers brushing up against her. She reaches Nilou’s door in just a few minutes and kicks it carefully with one foot.

“Collei!” Nilou says as she opens the door, sounding genuinely delighted. “Hello! What’s that?”

“Ranginak,” Collei says. She puts the box in Nilou’s waiting hands. “And your clothes. I’ll get them out of my bag. They’re all clean.”

“So this means you’re going home soon,” Nilou says, bright, ushering Collei inside. “I’m so happy for you.”

And even though she’s not sure of everything, Collei knows that she will be going home. That room is still hers. “Thank you,” she says. She sets her bag down on a chair and starts to unload it. “I’m glad, too.”

Nilou laughs. “Sumeru City isn’t that bad, is it?”

“It’s… different,” Collei says. “I don’t hate it, but it’s not home. I guess if I’m going to go to the Akademiya, I’d really have to get used to it…”

“You plan to go to the Akademiya, then?” Nilou asks, lifting a sash that Collei unpacked and refolding it.

“I’m not sure yet,” Collei says. “I thought I probably would, but…”

“This business with the former Sages?” Nilou carries the sash over to a dresser, setting it on top, then returns and picks up the next article of clothing in the pile, refolding that, too. “It disturbs me, too. Imprisoning our goddess is bad enough, but facilitating torture is something else.”

The way that Nilou says the word. Torture. Like there’s not a question in her mind about it, like she expects any listener to agree that’s what it was, like she wouldn’t need any convincing even though she wasn’t even there. Torture.

It… was torture.

That sense of betrayal flares up in her chest again. She pushes down on it. She cannot think about that here. It is not safe.

“Yeah,” Collei says, voice coming out hoarse. “Yeah, it’s… disturbing.” She swallows. “And you have to wonder how many people knew. If it was just the Sages. If it was all of them and not just the ones that were exiled. It’s… so much.”

“It is,” Nilou says. She almost always sounds gentle, but now it’s even more compassionate, somehow. “It truly is.”

“What… do you think?” Collei asks.

“I’m not really involved in the Akademiya’s affairs,” Nilou says.

“That’s… why I want to know,” Collei says. “I don’t- most of the people around me are… even Master got his education there.”

“You want an outside perspective?” Nilou hums, refolding a sari. “There are good and bad people everywhere, I think. The Akademiya is a place where people can have a lot of power, so a bad person can do truly terrible things. But a good person could do things that are very wonderful. I think Lesser Lord Kusanali will do wonderful things there.”

Lesser Lord Kusanali didn’t save her from the hospital. She was trapped in her own prison. Does she really have the ability to do wonderful things now?

When Collei finally had true power, the things she did were not wonderful…

No. No thinking of that. Not here.

“Did you always want to dance?” Collei asks. “Or did you decide later?”

“I decided when I was eight,” Nilou says, smiling. “I doubted, sometimes. It wasn’t easy. It still isn’t. But I love it.”

“You had doubts?”

“My body is… shaped differently than most who dance women’s roles in Sumeru,” Nilou says. “Once my body started to mature, I became very aware of it. If I made the same movements as my teacher, my poses would look different. I had adapt everything to suit my proportions and muscles. It was hard.”

“But you stayed with it,” Collei says. “You made it work for you anyway. And now you’re the best dancer in Sumeru.”

“My teacher is the best dancer in Sumeru,” Nilou says with a faint blush. “I can only hope to reach those heights one day. But thank you. I appreciate it.” She smiles sweetly again, then looks down at the sari in her hands. It’s that pretty purple one. “You really did look nice in this,” she says. “Are you sure you don’t want to keep it?”

“I- I couldn’t,” Collei stutters. “It’s yours. And I have a little pocket money, but not enough that I could pay you for-”

“So you do want it,” Nilou says. She holds the sari out to Collei. “Go on. Keep it.”

“I don’t really have anything to wear it for,” Collei protests faintly. “I’m a Forest Ranger, I’ll just get it muddy. It’s yours.”

“It’s not my color,” Nilou replies, pushing the sari into Collei’s hands. Collei takes it, instinctively, just to avoid touching Nilou’s hands. “You can wear it just because. You can get it muddy. You should have at least one thing to wear that makes you feel pretty.”

Collei looks down at the sari. She looks up at Nilou.

When she leaves, the clothes she wore out of Gandharva Ville are stuffed into her backpack, and she’s wearing the purple sari again.
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11. Chapter 11



Collei shuffles into the kitchen and, seeing that there’s nothing set out, fills the pitcher from the tap. By the time she’s finished, Alhaitham has arrived, unwrapping paper from what she assumes is fresh bread until the sugary-sweet scent wafts out. He sets a few pastries dusted with pistachios on a plate.

“What’s that?” Collei asks.

Alhaitham doesn’t smile, exactly, but his eyes seem to glimmer with amusement. “Katmer,” he says. “Do you drink coffee?”

“I’ve never had it before,” Collei admits.

“Would you like to try it?” he continues, opening a cabinet to reveal a cezve.

“I’ll try it,” she says.

Alhaitham nods. He pulls out a few mugs and uses one to measure water into the cezve. “Your presence in our home has been, overall, a positive experience,” he says. “I think we will all be glad to return to pre-established routine, but you have done much good here. In the event that you need somewhere to stay once more, you will be welcome in this house.”

“Uh-” Collei nearly squeaks. “Oh. Um. Thank you.”

“Thank you,” Alhaitham says. He turns and places the fruit basket in her hands. “Choose a few.” Before she responds, he’s already returned to his task, opening a canister of coffee grounds to spoon into the cezve.

“What’s… the occasion for all this?” Collei asks.

“You’ll be headed home tomorrow,” Alhaitham replies. “Kaveh wanted to treat you to a nice meal in celebration. I am hoping that this will preempt any plans he was making, because he went to bed with his wrists in splints and that’s generally a poor sign. In general, this would infuriate him, but we’ve had… some discussions.” He gestures at the pastry. “And he’s very fond of katmer.”

Collei giggles. She sets the fruit basket on the counter, removing an orange and digging into the peel with her thumbnail. “I don’t need some kind of celebration, you know,” she says.

“You’ve done well in a difficult time,” Alhaitham says. “And this isn’t an event. It’s breakfast. It’s not as if we’re throwing a party.” He pours a little sugar into the cezve before placing it on the stove.

“You’d never agree to that,” Collei says. She takes a deep breath, keeping her eyes fixed on the orange, and admits, “I was surprised you let me stay here at all.”

“You are such a well-behaved child that it worries Tighnari,” Alhaitham says. (Collei is so baffled by this concept that she does not interrupt to insist that she is not a child.) “The only concern I had about your presence was that Kaveh would push himself in an attempt to accomodate you. And even that was not as bad as I had imagined. He has been more consistent about honoring his limits while you have been here. I believe he hopes to set a positive example.”

“I don’t need that, either,” Collei says.

“I know,” Alhaitham says. She can hear the cezve on the stove starting to heat, but now it sounds like he’s cracking eggs. “But I’m not going to complain if one of Kaveh’s odd ideas about appropriate behavior results in him taking care of himself for once.”

Collei throws away the orange peel and begins breaking the fruit into segments. “Master says things like that about Cyno.”

Alhaitham huffs a single breath of a laugh. “I’m aware.”

Collei looks over at him, frowning, because that’s his equivalent of howling with laughter. “What’s so funny?”

“Tighnari benefits from being selective about who he speaks with when he’s deep in his cups,” Alhaitham replies, as if it’s actually an explanation. “It would be good if you prepared the fig. It will probably be overripe tomorrow.”

“All right,” Collei says. She sets aside the orange segments and removes the fig from the basket. She could press the issue, but when Alhaitham seems like he thinks he’s explaining something but he isn’t, pushing the topic just makes everything more confusing. She suspects, but is not entirely certain, that he does it on purpose. She rinses the fig and a sunsettia, then cuts each into quarters, listening to the stove as Alhaitham boils the coffee and fries eggs.

“Go wake Kaveh,” Alhaitham says. “Everything will be ready by the time he drags himself to the kitchen.”

“Okay,” Collei says, leaving the fruit behind. She already knows that Kaveh is not on the couch—he must still be sleeping in Alhaitham’s bedroom. She wants to ask what happened with that very badly, but she knows it’s none of her business. She goes to the correct door and knocks a few times. “Kaveh?”

Kaveh makes some kind of half-awake noise, then clears his throat. “Collei? Did you need something?”

“Alhaitham wanted me to wake you for breakfast.”

Kaveh makes another noise, this one edging closer to a groan. “Of course he does. A few minutes.”

And so a few minutes later, they gather at the table. Kaveh grumbles about how one is supposed to serve tea with katmer, not coffee, then drains his entire cup at once and demands that Alhaitham make more. Alhaitham pretends to turn up the noise-canceling on his headphones, but the next time Collei glances at them, she realizes there’s no dial in the position he was prodding at. She discovers, next, that she is not fond of coffee. She’s downed plenty of bitter drinks before, but that doesn’t mean she likes them. Kaveh notices the look on her face, and when she sets the cup down, he lifts it away and drains hers, too.

Collei thinks she’s going to miss this a little. Not enough that she would want to stay forever. But a little.

“Is there anything else you’d like to do before you leave, Collei?” Kaveh asks. His gestures are smaller than usual, which she now knows is a telltale sign his muscles aren’t cooperating with him. Kaveh is too Kaveh to hold still, even when in pain. His movements only shrink when his body just can’t make them any bigger.

“Not really,” Collei says. Not just because she doesn’t want him to push himself, but because there isn’t much she’d like to do.

“We could take a day trip up to the Akademiya,” Kaveh says. “Alhaitham is allowed to check out an unlimited number of books. It’s one of his perks as Scribe. He won’t get any extras for me, but he actually likes you, so…”

Collei imagines herself walking onto the grounds of the Akademiya proper. She feels the distinct sensation of being pulled deep down under the water, liquid closing over her head, stomach dropping as she’s yanked into the current.

No one would dare to hurt her, with her Vision on open display, when she’s walking alongside Alhaitham and Kaveh, two of the most powerful men in Sumeru. They would not so much as give her an unkind look. But that’s almost worse. Because her Vision can be taken from her, because she will not always be guarded by powerful allies, and when she is weak, she won’t know who to fear. Everyone knows to be on guard next to a Spinocrocodile. But people are something different. People can pretend.

There’s a little clacking noise. Kaveh, tapping his fingernail against the table just past her plate. “Collei,” he says, terribly gentle.

And suddenly his kindness is sickening, because she is the Spinocrocodile, isn’t she? They can take away her Vision and she will not be helpless, because the god’s remains are still within her body. They are sealed away, but she could break that seal. She came close the night she got her Vision. The seal holds because she wants it to hold. They’ve trusted her all of this time, and she’s-

“Collei,” Alhaitham says, voice stern. “Collei. You are on the edge of a panic attack. Breathe.”

Collei sucks in a deep, shuddering breath, and nearly chokes trying to slow it on the way back out. She gasps a few more times like that, air stuttering in and out of her lungs, and then what falls from her lips is:

“I could kill you both right now.”

She feels her own eyes go wide at the statement. It is not something she ever meant to say. But she doesn’t try to backpedal or soften it. She curls in on herself, clutching at her own arms.

“No, you couldn’t,” Alhaitham says blandly. “You do not have the experience. Whatever level of raw force you could bring down on the two of us, we would be able to counter it enough to escape with our lives.”

Collei blinks. “I- I could kill you in your sleep.”

“A well-educated five-year-old could do that,” Alhaitham says. “That doesn’t make you special.”

“Alhaitham, what do you think you’re doing-” Kaveh hisses.

Collei’s eyes slowly focus on Alhaitham’s face. “But,” she mumbles. “But.”

“Would you like to explain what brought this on?” Alhaitham asks.

No. Yes. No. Maybe- “I-” Collei swallows. “The Akademiya- The Former Grand Sage, and-” She clings to her own arms. “The experiments,” she says. “On desertfolk with Eleazar. They weren’t trying to cure it. They just knew that no one would care when we died.” She swallows. “They wanted to- they were experimenting with the things left behind after gods die. I guess because they wanted to build a new god, and they thought that would help. And- they were- they were Sages. They were- important. Was it- was it really a secret, if the Sages were funding it? Who knew? And I- they- Zandik always called me by number, but if my name was somewhere in the research, in my file- If, if everyone knows now, that it happened, that- I-” She can’t find the words to keep going. She can’t do anything but sit there and shake.

“I can tell you that the… ‘research’ you have mentioned is at a classification level high enough that even I have to go through special procedures to access it,” Alhaitham says. “Even in the event that your name was mentioned, it would not be common knowledge. And your name is not present in any of the documentation.”

Collei goes cold from skin all the way down to blood. “You’ve seen it?”

“You- you seriously-” Kaveh splutters.

“I have seen it,” Alhaitham confirms. “The General Mahamatra brought the information to me first because he was not yet certain whether the Vahumana or Amurta Sages were involved.” He makes careful eye contact with Collei. “To our knowledge, they were unaware. They were certainly not involved.” His gaze drops again. “There have been additional arrests in association with those crimes within the Mahamata and the Navbed, but the Sages and their direct reports were cleared.”

“Okay,” Collei says, voice soft. “That’s… Okay. But- the other people who knew, what… what happens to- to them?”

“They will be judged individually,” Alhaitham says. “The General Mahamatra will see justice done, according to the laws of Sumeru.” He looks at Kaveh for a moment. “This does not explain your remarks about killing us.”

Kaveh sighs. “You don’t have to explain,” he says. “We know that you won’t.”

“If you had any intention of harming us, you’ve had plenty of chances to do so already,” Alhaitham says.

And from Kaveh, the reassurance is bland and toothless. He would use words just like those at someone holding a knife to his throat. But from Alhaitham, with his odd sincerity, it’s something else, something that settles warm over her shoulders. Just enough to let her tell them something that she’s never spoken in full before.

“They… they put the remains of a god inside me,” Collei whispers. “I could wield… some kind of black fire. I burned down the hospital. I think I killed everyone that worked there. I think I killed… a lot of people. I couldn’t control it very well. It would burst free every time I was scared. Until- until Cyno found me, and sealed it away. But it’s- it’s still there. I could undo the seal.”

“And you were-” Kaveh looks at Alhaitham. “This was four years ago?”

Alhaitham nods.

Kaveh curses under his breath. “You were ten?”

“Eleven when Cyno placed the seal,” Collei says.

“No human is capable of fully controlling the power of a god,” Alhaitham says. “Not a grown adult. Certainly not a child.”

Collei takes a shuddering breath. “I wanted the people who hurt me to die,” she confesses. “And I killed them. And- and so many innocent people, too.”

“You did not ask for that power, Collei,” Alhaitham says. “You did not even know such a thing existed. You should not have been tortured in the name of knowledge, and you should not have been forced to attempt to control power beyond the grasp of a human as a child not even old enough for full moral understanding. The fault lies with the people who put you in that position to begin with, and not with you.”

And it’s because it’s Alhaitham, who does not tell lies to make people feel better—that’s why she can almost, almost believe it.

“He’s right,” Kaveh says solemnly. “It wasn’t your fault.”

Collei can’t find words. She can’t find a single one.

She reaches across the table and holds on to the fabric of their sleeves and hopes they understand.
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12. Chapter 12



Collei naps through lunch, almost until dinner. She is exhausted from the conversation she had with Alhaitham and Kaveh, although it didn’t hurt nearly as badly as she thought it might.

When she finally drags herself out of bed and shuffles into the living room, she can hear Alhaitham and Kaveh bickering in the kitchen.

“That’s too large,” Alhaitham says. “It won’t fry evenly.”

“You make them, then, instead of just disparaging all my efforts,” Kaveh grumbles cheerfully. “Move over. I’ll season the fish. You always do it wrong anyway.”

“You just don’t like that I add more than three chili flakes.”

“No, I also don’t like that you never add enough garlic. Move.”

Collei laughs, and Kaveh peers out of the kitchen. “Ah, you look better,” he says. “Tell Alhaitham he doesn’t add enough garlic.” He heads back again.

“I don’t want to take sides,” Collei says. Curious, she heads for the kitchen herself.

Alhaitham’s sleeves are rolled up. He’s forming batter into balls. It looks like there are shredded vegetables mixed into that batter, and she wonders for just a moment if they might be the beginnings of fried radish balls. There’s a pot of oil coming to a simmer, even. But why would it be? What reason would they have to cook Mondstadt’s half-understanding of Liyue cuisine?

Kaveh, washing his hands in the sink, shakes his head. “Then do you think I use too much, Collei?”

“That’s a matter of personal opinion,” Collei replies. “There’s no correct answer.” Kaveh glances around for something to dry his hands on, and she grabs a hand towel from a stack and passes it to him.

“It is possible to use so much of a particular seasoning that it overwhelms all other flavors in the dish,” Alhaitham says. “One could argue that this is objectively an error.”

“First, I asked Collei, not you,” Kaveh says. “And second, are you making that argument, or are you just being a nuisance as usual? No, don’t answer that. I’m not letting you distract me. Collei. If it’s a matter of personal opinion, tell me what your opinion is.”

“So that one of you can use it as ammunition for your bickering?” Collei asks.

“Yes, exactly,” Kaveh replies. He begins strapping the hard, bulky braces onto his hands.

“Don’t let him bully you, Collei,” Alhaitham says without looking up. He uses a slotted spoon to lower a few balls of batter into the oil.

“He’s not bullying me,” Collei says. “And-” The scent reaches her. “Those are fried radish balls!”

“They were Kaveh’s idea,” Alhaitham says. “But don’t let that pressure you into agreeing with him. Be honest.”

Kaveh has some retort, but Collei isn’t listening. She’s drawn closer to the stove to peer over the edge of the pot. Fried radish balls. She’s only ever had these in Mondstadt, and even then only at festivals, but the scent is something etched into her memory. She watches them sizzle in the oil.

They cared enough to seek out a recipe that no one makes in Sumeru, and follow it. And they cared enough to do it just for her. Right after she told them… everything.

“Thank you,” Collei says.

It’s quiet for a moment. And then-

“And this is why I cannot believe that you tried to steal the spotlight this morning, Alhaitham,” Kaveh says. “You see? Hmm?”

Collei lifts her head and puts on a tentative smile, and says, “But sometimes you do use too much garlic.”

Alhaitham snorts inelegantly. Kaveh splutters. Collei laughs so hard her belly hurts a little.

Dinner is nice, though the fish has an aggressive quantity of garlic.

The fried radish balls are just as good as she remembers.

–

Collei sets out for home with far more material objects than she arrived with. Her braces, all strapped into place for the walk back. Baron Bunny and the purple sari, tucked carefully into her pack, along with a few volumes of a light novel she’s borrowing from Alhaitham and a few pita pockets Kaveh made for her.

She is not responsible for bringing any children along with her, which she found out when she tried to go collect them before she left. There are still repairs to do before Gandharva Ville is truly safe, apparently. But there’s no mistaking it. Cyno is the one who told Alhaitham that Collei would be able to return, and Cyno would not lie about that to Alhaitham, and Alhaitham does not tell pretty lies. It is all right for her to go back.

Leaving Sumeru City is a relief. It’s good to be away from crowds on top of crowds, to breathe fresher, clearer air. And as the trees grow closer together and the canopy they form becomes a single mass, she smiles. The scent of wet leaves and damp earth, sunlight and shadow dappled along her arms, dusk birds and macaques and bushfrogs calling. Home.

She slows as she reaches Gandharva Ville, taking in the familiar, if somewhat damaged, sight. The bridges will need someone with a Dendro Vision to reweave the vines and branches holding them together. The buildings are all standing, but the repair work is very visible, and some of the roofs need to be rethatched. The river flows under the town, with a row of nilotpala lotuses perfectly spaced along the bank, making it clear they were only just planted. There will be so much to do.

But Collei is ready to get started.

“Collei! You’re back!” one of the other Forest Rangers, a woman named Nasrin, calls. “Tighnari’s in the main building. He wants to speak with you.”

“Okay!” Collei calls back, but her nerves start to shiver. Why does Master want to see her? Is he going to kick her out of the Forest Rangers? Surely she wouldn’t be allowed back if he planned for that, right? Maybe it’s just a formal reprimand.

She steels herself. She’s just going to have to see.

She carefully picks her way across the pathways and bridges, keeping note of places where she knows how to do a necessary task or repair. And then she shifts her pack on her shoulders and pushes open the door to the main building.

Master is standing at a table, bent over a map, but he looks up as soon as he sees her—and he smiles. “Collei,” he says, fond and gentle. He straightens and holds out an arm toward her. “It’s good to see you well.”

And with barely a thought, Collei rushes forward and clings to him. “Master! I missed you so much!”

“I missed you, too,” Master says, bringing his other arm around her. “I’m sorry I didn’t write. I’ve hardly had the chance to sleep. Every minute that the ley line energies were misfiring was another minute everything was actively being harmed, and-”

“It’s okay,” Collei says. “I understand.” Master is a kind man. He loves many things: the Forest Rangers, Cyno, the people of Gandharva Ville, biology and knowledge in general—but his truest love is his forest. She would never begrudge him that. She pulls away, and Master readily lets her go. “What can I do?”

“Go home and unpack,” Master says. “Rest. Come back to me after dinner. You and I will be repairing the living sections of the bridges tomorrow, and I have a lot to teach you before-” He stumbles and catches himself on the table. “Before we begin.”

He’s exhausted. She knew he would be, but she can see it here, up close. Heavy bags under bloodshot eyes. A slight tremor in the arm braced against the table. His hair and his fur is dull and greasy, and there are clear tangles in his tail.

“Master,” Collei says. “I think maybe you should rest.” She gestures to a chair. “At least sit down and eat something. You’re not going to do anyone any good if you pass out.”

Master stares at her for a moment, then breaks into a rueful smile. “You got brave while you were gone,” he says. “I suppose it was inevitable, if you had to hold your own with Alhaitham and Kaveh.”

“Master,” Collei complains, though he’s a little right about that part.

“All right, all right. It wouldn’t do to have you calling me a hypocrite.” He lifts up the map and sets it down on his desk, then settles himself in the chair. “I think I’ll finish up with this and then take a nap. Wake me for dinner, Collei, and then you can tell me how everything went.”

“Of course, Master,” Collei says. “I will.” She hesitates a moment. “I- I’m sorry I didn’t go straight to Sumeru City like you wanted, the night that everything… happened.”

Master actually looks confused for a second. Then his features settle. “I’d forgotten about that,” he says. “I was never upset with you, Collei. How could I hold a desire to help against you? I was only ever worried for you.”

“Oh.”

Master smiles. “Yes, oh. Go unpack. The next few days will be very busy.”

“Yes, Master,” Collei says, smiling to match as she turns to leave.

“Ah. One more thing.”

“Yes?” Collei asks.

Master’s smile grows even wider. “Welcome home.”


Notes for the Chapter:
love you all~





